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INTRODUCTION: THE ART OF
DETECTING DECEPTION

We have all been there at some point —
a conversation feels off, a story does not
add  up,  or  an  explanation  seems  too
rehearsed. The question "How to know if
someone is lying" is not just a matter of
curiosity; it is a practical skill  that can
help  in  personal  re lat ionships,
professional  negotiations,  and  even
everyday  interactions.  While  no  single
sign guarantees deception,  research in
psychology and behavioral  science has
identified  clusters  of  indicators  that,
when observed together, can raise red
flags. Understanding these cues requires
careful observation, context awareness,
and a willingness to listen beyond words.
This  article  explores  the  most  reliable
verbal and nonverbal signs of lying, the
limitations of common myths, and how
to assess dishonesty without jumping to
false conclusions.

COMMON NONVERBAL CUES
THAT MAY INDICATE DECEPTION

Nonverbal  communication  often  leaks
more  than  a  person  intends.  When
someone is lying, their body may betray
their true feelings. However, it is crucial
to  remember that  these signs are not
proof  —  they  are  simply  clues  that
warrant further attention. The following
are some of  the most frequently cited
nonverbal  behaviors  associated  with
deception.

Inconsistent Eye
Contact
The  myth  that  liars  always  avoid  eye
contact  has  been  debunked  by  many
studies. In reality, a person who is lying
may exaggerate eye contact to appear
sincere, or they may look away too often
because they are thinking hard. The key
is inconsistency. Observe how their gaze
shifts  during  different  parts  of  the
conversation.  If  they  maintain  steady
eye contact when stating trivial facts but
break it when providing key details, that
shift could signal discomfort. Also, rapid
blinking or a glassy stare may indicate
elevated stress levels.

Facial
Microexpressions
Facial  microexpressions  are  fleeting
expressions  that  last  a  fraction  of  a
second and often reveal true emotions.
A liar might smile quickly when saying
something  negative,  or  their  lips  may
tighten  when  denying  guilt.  Look  for
mismatches between the face and the
spoken  words.  For  example,  a  person
saying "I am not angry" while their brow
is  furrowed  and  their  nostrils  are  flaring
i s  s h o w i n g  a  c o n t r a d i c t i o n .
Microexpressions are difficult to fake, so
they can be a  powerful  tool  for  those
who learn to spot them.
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Changes in Body
Posture and
Gestures
W h e n  a  p e r s o n  l i e s ,  t h e y  m a y
subconsciously use their hands to cover
their  mouth,  touch  their  nose,  or  rub
their  neck.  These  are  known  as  self-
comforting gestures that occur when the
brain experiences cognitive dissonance.
Additionally,  liars  often  reduce  hand
gestures because they are concentrating
on  fabricating  a  story.  They  may also
turn their body away, cross their arms,
or  place  objects  between  themselves
and  the  listener.  A  sudden  stiffness  or
unnatural  stillness  can  also  be  a  sign
that the person is monitoring their own
behavior too carefully.

Abnormal
Breathing
Patterns
Lying can cause physiological arousal. A
person may take shallow breaths,  sigh
more often, or swallow excessively. The
autonomic  nervous  system  kicks  in,
making  it  harder  to  control  basic
functions.  I f  you  notice  a  person
breathing faster after a direct question,
or  if  their  voice  becomes  breathy,  it
could indicate that they are under stress
— but again, stress can also come from
fear of being accused, even if they are
innocent.

VERBAL AND VOCAL SIGNS OF

DISHONESTY

What a person says and how they say it
often reveals more than body language.
Verbal  cues  can  be  more  reliable
because they reflect the cognitive effort
required to maintain a false story. Paying
close attention to word choice, tone, and
s t ruc tu re  can  he lp  you  assess
truthfulness.

Hesitations and
Speech Fillers
When fabricating a narrative, a person
needs  extra  time  to  think.  This  often
results  in  increased  use  of  fillers  like
"um," "uh," "like," "you know," or long
pauses  before  answering  a  simple
question.  Truthful  answers  are  usually
delivered promptly. If someone repeats
your  question  back  verbatim  before
answering, they might be buying time to
construct  a  lie.  For  instance,  "Did  you
take the money?" followed by "Did I take
the  money?  No,  I  did  not  take  the
money." — such repetition is a common
stalling tactic.

Oversharing or
Providing Too
Many Details
Some  l iars  be l ieve  that  adding
unnecessary  details  makes  their  story
more  believable.  They  might  mention
specific  times,  locations,  or  secondary
characters  that  are  irrelevant.  This  is
often  called  "over-embedding."  In
contrast, a truthful person usually sticks
to the main facts. If a story sounds too
elaborate  or  includes  information  that
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seems rehearsed, it is worth questioning.
Also,  watch  for  contradictions:  later  in
the conversation, the liar may forget a
detail  they earlier  invented,  leading to
inconsistencies.

Vague Language
and Avoiding
Direct Answers
Deceptive individuals often use qualifiers
such  as  "basically,"  "to  be  honest,"
"honestly,"  "I  swear,"  or  "as  far  as  I
remember." These phrases can be used
to preempt doubt. They may also deflect
questions  by  answering  a  different
question, making a joke, or turning the
quest ion  back  on  the  asker.  For
example,  if  you  ask  "Did  you  finish  the
report?"  and  they  reply  "Why  do  you
always  doubt  me?"  they  are  likely
avoiding  a  direct  denial.  Listen  for
changes  in  pronoun  use:  liars  may
unconsciously distance themselves from
the lie by referring to themselves in the
third person or using passive voice, such
as "The money was taken" instead of "I
took the money."

Changes in Vocal
Pitch and Pace
Under  stress,  vocal  cords  can  tighten,
causing  the  voice  to  become  higher
pitched. Some people speak faster when
lying because they want to get it over
with, while others slow down excessively
to control their words. A sudden shift in
tone, volume, or speed when discussing
a  specific  topic  can  be  a  red  flag.  If  a
person  normally  speaks  calmly  but

becomes  unusually  loud  or  defensive,
they  may  be  compensating  for  inner
discomfort.

PSYCHOLOGICAL AND
BEHAVIORAL CONTEXTS TO
CONSIDER

No technique for detecting lies is 100%
accurate.  Many  factors  influence  how  a
person  behaves,  including  anxiety,
cultural background, personality, and the
nature  of  the  accusation.  Before
concluding that someone is  lying,  it  is
essential  to  consider  the  context  and
establish  a  baseline  for  their  normal
behavior.

Establishing a
Baseline
To know if someone is lying, you must
first know how they act when telling the
truth. Observe their typical eye contact,
gestures,  speaking  rate,  and  posture
during casual conversation. Then, when
you  ask  a  sensitive  question,  look  for
deviations from that baseline. A person
who  is  normally  fidgety  but  suddenly
becomes  still  might  be  lying,  while  a
normally  calm  person  who  starts
fidgeting  could  be  lying  too.  The
direction of change matters more than
the behavior itself.

Cultural and
Individual
Differences
In some cultures, avoiding eye contact is
a  sign  of  respect,  not  deception.  In
others,  animated  hand  gestures  are
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normal.  Similarly,  people  with  social
anxiety  or  neurodivergence  (e.g.,
autism)  may  exhibit  behaviors  that
mimic  lying,  such  as  avoiding  eye
contact or repetitive movements. Always
consider the individual's personality and
cultural norms. What looks like a tell in
one person might be completely natural
in another.

The Emotional
Weight of the Lie
Not  all  lies  are  created  equal.  Small,
social  lies  (e.g.,  "I  like  your  haircut")
often produce little to no stress.  High-
stakes  lies  —  about  infidelity,  financial
wrongdoing,  or  serious  mistakes  —
generate  more  physiological  and
behavioral  cues.  The emotional  impact
of  the  lie  also  depends  on  the  liar's
personality.  Some  people  are  skilled
deceivers  and  show few signs.  Others
feel overwhelming guilt and may appear
nervous  even  when  telling  the  truth
about something they fear will get them
in trouble.

PRACTICAL STRATEGIES FOR
DETECTING LIES WITHOUT
ACCUSING

Knowing how to know if someone is lying
also  involves  knowing  how  to  ask
questions  effectively.  Instead  of  relying
on  hunches,  use  techniques  that
encourage  truthfulness  and  expose
inconsistencies  gently.

Ask Open-Ended

Questions
Instead of "Did you do it?" ask "Tell me
everything that happened." Open-ended
questions  force  a  person to  provide  a
narrative, which is harder to sustain if it
i s  fabr i ca ted .  L i s ten  fo r  gaps ,
backtracking, or changes in story order.
A truthful person will often recall events
in a logical sequence, while a liar may
jump around or forget important details.

Use the
Unexpected
Follow-Up
Ask a question that the person did not
anticipate.  For  example,  after  they
describe  their  evening,  ask  a  random
detail:  "What  song was  playing  in  the
background?" or  "What color  shirt  was
the waiter wearing?" A liar will have to
invent  an  answer,  which  may  conflict
with earlier statements. This technique is
useful but should be used sparingly, as it
can damage trust if overdone.

Watch for
Changes in
Emotional
Intensity
Emotions  are  often  misaligned  in
deception.  A  liar  may  show  too  little
emotion  (flat  affect)  or  too  much
(overacting).  Alternatively,  they  may
leak  the  wrong  emotion:  for  example,
smiling when describing a sad event, or



How To Know If Someone Is Lying 5

5

looking  angry  when  they  should  be
surprised. Genuine emotions tend to be
appropriate  to  the  context  and  fade
naturally,  while  fake  emotions  often
appear  abruptly  and disappear  just  as
fast.

Listen for
"Thinking Time"
Versus "Memory
Time"
When recalling a true memory,  people
often pause because they are retrieving
information. That pause is typically filled
with  words  like  "let  me  think..."  or  a
s l ight  de lay.  In  contrast ,  when
constructing a lie,  people might pause
before  providing  a  detail  that  did  not
happen.  A  technique  used  by  law
enforcement is to ask the person to tell
the  story  in  reverse  order.  This  is
extremely difficult for liars because they
cannot mentally replay a false sequence
backwards  without  contradictions.
Truthful people can sometimes do it with
some effort, but liars usually fail.

COMMON MYTHS ABOUT LYING
THAT CAN MISLEAD YOU

Many popular beliefs about detecting lies
are not supported by research. Relying
on  these  myths  can  lead  to  false
accusations  or  missed  warnings.  It  is
important to separate fact from fiction.

Myth: Liars always avoid eye
contact. As mentioned, they may
overcompensate. Eye contact is
not a reliable indicator on its own.
Myth: Liars fidget a lot. Some
liars actually become very still

because they are controlling their
body. Fidgeting could also be a
sign of nervousness unrelated to
deceit.
Myth: Polygraph tests are
accurate. Polygraphs measure
physiological arousal, not
truthfulness. Many innocent people
fail, and many skilled liars pass.
Myth: People who stutter or
pause are lying. Speech
disfluencies can be caused by
anxiety, cognitive load, or even a
speech disorder. Do not jump to
conclusions based on one sign.
Myth: If you confront a liar,
they will confess. Often, liars will
become defensive, angry, or
double down on their story.
Confrontation may not lead to
honesty unless you have strong
evidence.

CONCLUSION: THE BALANCE
BETWEEN SKEPTICISM AND
TRUST

Knowing how to know if someone is lying
is a valuable skill, but it must be wielded
with caution and empathy. No single cue
is  definitive;  deception  detection
requires  evaluating  a  combination  of
verbal, nonverbal, and contextual clues.
The most effective approach is to remain
calm,  observe  patterns,  ask  strategic
quest ions,  and  always  consider
alternative  explanations  for  unusual
behavior.  Trust  is  the  foundation  of
human  relat ionships,  and  whi le
skepticism has its place, we should avoid
becoming  hypervigilant.  Use  these
insights to foster clearer communication
and better understanding, not to create
suspicion.  Ultimately,  the  best  lie
detector is a thoughtful, attentive mind
that listens not only to what is said, but
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to what is left unsaid.


