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Abstract 

In this experimental study, we report the effectiveness of a forced-choice testing 

(FCT) procedure for detecting deception in a mock counter-terrorism scenario. Participants 

were randomly assigned to one of three conditions: ‘witnesses’, ‘terrorists’, or ‘innocent 

individuals’. Participants in the witness and terrorist conditions read information regarding a 

planned terrorist attack. Innocent individuals did not read this information and were told they 

were suspected of being terrorists. Next, all participants were asked to complete the FCT 

which consisted of 20 questions (16 target-items and four distractor-items). For each question, 

individuals were forced to select one of four possible answers – one of which was the correct 

answer – whilst being timed. Terrorists were expected to be deceptive and avoid the correct 

answers, thus score below witnesses, innocent individuals, and chance. Overall, performance 

on the FCT revealed significant differences between the witnesses and the terrorists. As 

expected, witnesses gave more correct answers and responded more quickly. All this would 

be positive support for using the FCT if it were not for innocent individuals scoring at a 

similar rate to terrorists and taking longer to respond.  Taken together, the implication of this 

is that FCT may misidentify innocent people as terrorists.  

 

Keywords: counter-terrorism; deception detection; forced-choice testing; innocence; 

malingering. 
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Introduction 

 In the past decade, terrorist attacks have been conducted against Western countries 

such as the United States of America, United Kingdom, Australia, and France (Department of 

Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2015). The increasing severity of terror threats could be attributed 

to the number of individuals and groups who have the intention and capacity to conduct 

attacks (Australian National Security, 2015; Secret Services: MI5, 2016; U.S. Department of 

Homeland Security, 2016). A common method currently used to detect and prevent such 

attack is interviewing potential terrorists (see Granhag, Oleszkiewicz, & Kleinman, 2016; 

Vrij, Leal, & Mann, 2015). Although valuable, this method is not flawless (see Minhas, 

Walsh, & Bull, 2017). Given what is at stake, it is important to ensure the veracity of 

information. For instance, terrorist suspects may be likely to deliberately deceive investigators 

to ensure the success of a premeditated attack. This act of deception contains two common 

elements: an attempt to assert a false statement as truth and a deliberate intention to 

misinform (Loftus, 2011; Vrij, 2008; Vrij & Granhag, 2014). Indeed, effective deception 

detection techniques could provide intelligence agencies a tool to discriminate truth-tellers 

from deceivers in counter-terrorism and prevent terrorist attacks. 

 Early deception research attempted to identify behavioural cues of deceit. Ekman and 

Friesen (1969) proposed that deceivers leak cues through bodily movements and facial 

expressions: The greater the lie, the greater displays of fidgeting, evasiveness or indirect eye 

contact (Ekman, 1992; Zuckerman, DePaulo, & Rosenthal, 1981). Unfortunately, behavioural 

deception detection studies suggest success rates are only slightly better than chance (Bond & 

DePaulo, 2006, 2008; Hartwig & Bond, 2011). Bond and DePaulo’s (2006) meta-analysis of 

deception detection research reported participants’ accuracy rate was only slightly above 

chance at 54%. In saying that, it is important to keep in mind this conclusion was based on 

analyses of single behavioural cues (e.g. smiling or eye contact). Actually, a constellation of 
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behavioural cues can result in a higher rate of accuracy. In a substantial meta-analysis, 

Hartwig and Bond (2014) reported this percentage was at an increased rate of 67%. This is 

still far from perfect and so for this paper, we examine an alternative method to obtain cues of 

deception.  

A technique that appears to have some potential for detection of deception is a forced-

choice test (FCT) – also previously referred to as fixed-choice test (Frederick & Speed, 2007; 

Meyers & Volbrecht, 1998; Schatz, 2011). This method can be applied in the form of a 

multiple-choice test. Examinees are ‘forced’ to select an answer from a set of predetermined 

options regardless of prior knowledge (Schatz, 2011). The idea is that people who deceive 

will deliberately avoid correct answers and actively select the wrong answers; hence 

deceptive people will perform worse than chance (Meyers & Volbrecht, 1998). Based on the 

number of questions and answerable options available, suspicions should be raised when an 

individual performs below chance (Frederick & Speed, 2007; Meyers & Volbrecht, 1998; 

Schatz, 2011). For example, if a suspect is given a test with questions consisting of two 

options, a suspect’s consistent avoidance of correct answers could indicate suboptimal effort 

and an intention to deceive (Meyers & Volbrecht, 1998; Schatz, 2011). This multiple-choice 

format has been operationalised in guilty knowledge tasks (also known as concealed 

information test), which in contrast, include the monitoring of physiological responses (see 

Lykken, 1959, 1960). Over the years, it has gathered support as a reliable and valid technique 

(see Ben-Shakhar & Elaad, 2003; Ben-Shakhar & Furedy, 1990; Iacono & Patrick, 1998; 

Jokinen, Santtila, Ravaja, & Puttonen, 2006; MacLaren, 2001) and most recently shown 

promise in combination with eye-tracking methods (Derrick, Moffitt, & Nunamaker, 2011). 

There have been some variations of this test in other fields. 

The Test of Malingered Memory for (TOMM), for instance, has had some success in 

medicine. It was believed that patients who avoided target answers regarding their memory 
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may be lying or exaggerating their symptoms (Conroy & Kwartner, 2006). According to 

Greve, Ord, Curtis, Bianchini, and Brennan (2008) TOMM successfully detected 50% of 

malingerers who falsified traumatic brain injury or chronic pain. In addition, FCT was 

presented in a manual for best interrogative practices by United States’ intelligence gathering 

group the High-Value Detainee Interrogation Group (HIG, 2016). They suggested the test 

could also be used to identify individuals who actively concealed knowledge and the type of 

information they were attempting to hide. They presented an example where soldiers in a 

mock experience would avoid correct items, allowing officials to accurately identify secret 

information. Further, FCT had been adapted for an experimental scenario related to bio threat 

issues.  

Morgan, Rabinowitz, Leidy, and Coric (2014) interviewed 64 people with a three-

choice FCT. They used a pseudo-randomisation method to assign 12 participants to the 

deceptive group and 52 participants to the truthful group. Simple target avoidance behaviour 

resulted in 11 participants (six deceptive, five truthful) being detected. This number increased 

to 16 when both indicators of target avoidance and displayed resistance were involved in the 

deception detection experiment. In this case, displayed resistance included verbal protests 

against the impossibility of the test or the use of strategies (e.g. only selecting A for all 

possible answers). This resulted in nine deceptive and seven truthful participants being judged 

as detainable suspects for further questioning. Respectively, reducing the number of probable 

deceptive and truthful interviewees to 75% and 13%; increasing the odds for investigators to 

detect guilty suspects from 18% to 50%. This appears to be consistent with Greve et al.’s 

(2008) aforementioned results that suggest a form of FCT (TOMM) is able to detect 50% of 

malingerers at specified cut-offs. Indeed, there is some additional validity indicated by the 

fact that malingerers who failed other deception detection tasks, like the “Reliable Digits”, 

also did poorly on FCT (Meyers & Volbrecht, 1998). Hence, there appears to be support for 
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FCT as a potential tool in detecting deception. However, more empirical studies are required 

to investigate its effectiveness in areas of counter-terrorism.  

To differentiate between deceivers and truth-tellers, response times for FCT could also 

be useful potentially. Deceivers may take more time to identify the correct answer and then 

pick an alternative (Hughes et al., 2005). Bogacz and colleagues’ (2006) analysis of two-

alternative forced-choice tasks for decision making resulted hindered speed when lying. 

Avoiding truthful answers requires extra time. Decisions to consciously deceive, identify a 

correct response, and then give a different response, requires thought, effort, and in turn time 

because of the ‘cognitive load’ (Hughes et al., 2005; Spence et al., 2004; Vrij, Fisher, Mann, 

& Leal, 2006; Walczyk, Roper, Seemann, & Humphrey, 2003). Nevertheless, time taken to 

respond may not always be indicative of deception. It is possible truth-tellers may require a 

significant amount of time to recall distant past or future events (see Blandón-Gitlin, Fenn, 

Masip, & Yoo, 2014). Despite this, overall, there appears to be some positive support for 

using response time in deception detection (see Vrij et al., 2006; Vrij et al., 2008; Vrij & 

Granhag, 2012; Walczyk et al., 2012). Thus, response times may distinguish deceivers from 

truth-tellers and are worth considering. 

However, there is one additional concern with deception detection research we intend 

to address in this study. The previous research mainly dealt with either deceivers or truth-

tellers and not innocent individuals (see Frederick & Speed, 2007; HIG, 2016; Meyers & 

Volbrecht, 1998; Morgan et al., 2014). We believe a gap may exist in real world 

circumstances because it is entirely possible interviewees do not know anything about crimes 

they are suspected of committing. As such, we suggest innocent individuals, those who 

possess no knowledge of an alleged crime, should also be included in some deception studies. 

Based on FCT’s concept of probability, innocent individuals should be able to guess at a 

chance level (Meyers & Volbrecht, 1998; Schatz, 2011; Vrij, Granhag, Mann, & Leal, 2011). 
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As innocent individuals become cautious about seeming guilty it is possible that this act 

would facilitate a longer response time. Therefore, we will include innocent individuals in this 

counter-terrorism study. to see what impact they have. 

To summarise, in this paper we aim to assess whether FCT can sufficiently 

differentiate truth-tellers (who will be adopting the role of honest witnesses), deceivers (who 

will be taking the role of terrorists), and innocent individuals (a control group; those who 

possess no knowledge of an alleged crime). We hypothesise that there should be significant 

differences between the three groups on the FCT that will identify truthful and innocent 

individuals from deceptive participants. Specifically, witnesses should give significantly more 

correct answers than terrorists and innocent individuals and perform above chance. Innocent 

individuals should perform significantly better than terrorists whom should answer at chance 

level and below chance levels respectively. Further, witnesses should respond significantly 

more quickly than terrorists and innocent individuals because the terrorists and innocent 

witnesses must spend longer working out how to respond.  

Method 

Participants and Procedure 

 One hundred participants were sampled from a university subject pool and an online 

social network. In total 36 male and 64 female participants, whose ages ranged from 17 to 49 

years of age (M = 23.43, SD = 6.48) completed the study. The gender breakdown according 

to condition was as follows: witnesses (12 males and 19 females); terrorists (12 males and 21 

females); and, innocent individuals (12 males and 23 females). One course credit and an entry 

into a draw to win one of two $50 gift cards were offered in return for their participation. An a 

priori power analysis using the G*Power software package suggested for three predictor 

variables and large power (ƒ2 = 0.50), at least 66 participants were required (Faul, Erdfelder, 

Lang, & Buchner, 2007).  
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Prior to commencing the study ethical approval was obtained from the University’s 

Human Research Ethics Committee. For the study, participants were asked to complete a task 

via Qualtrics – online questionnaire software. Once registration was confirmed, every 

participant was sent a unique link to the study by email. The link directed participants to a 

consent form on their internet browser-window where they were asked to set aside 20 to 30 

minutes to complete the study. After giving consent and proceeding to the next page, 

participants were randomly assigned to one of three experimental conditions: Witness, 

Terrorist, or Innocent Individual. They were then instructed to read, examine, and memorise 

their respective scenario as follows. Note: The scenario given to witnesses and terrorists were 

structurally similar with some minor adjustments (see below).  

Witnesses. In this condition the participant was told he or she was a witness and asked 

to report plans for a possible act of terror to the police. The participant was informed that he 

or she had been working at a restaurant in the Fortitude Valley owned by a suspected terrorist. 

When the employer left the store to complete a few errands, the participant noticed that the 

storage room door was left open. After he or she entered the room and began scrutinising 

materials in the room, he or she concluded that the material portrayed a plan for a terrorist 

attack. There were details presented within the scenario like, “two of the four men were to 

carry explosives that were easily concealable, homemade bombs in black backpacks”. As a 

concerned citizen, the participant decided to truthfully report these details to police. 

 Terrorists. In this condition the participant was a terrorist and owner of a restaurant in 

Fortitude Valley. He or she had plotted an act of terror in the city with three other 

accomplices. The restaurant’s storage room was used to prepare for the attack. The scenario 

described the materials in the room and their plans for a terrorist attack. For instance, “two of 

the four men will carry explosives that were homemade bombs to be easily concealed and 

carried in black backpacks”. However, before being given an opportunity to execute the plan 
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he or she was taken to a police station for questioning. As a terrorist, the participant was told 

to deceive in order to avoid self-incrimination. 

Innocent Individuals. In this condition the participant was told they were an 

individual who had been arrested in their homes and then taken into custody by the police. 

The police told him or her that he or she had been arrested for the planning and preparation of 

an act of terror. As this was mistaken identity, the participant had to convince officials they 

were innocent. The participant was not given any information or detail about the potential 

terrorist attack unlike participants in the witness and terrorist conditions.  

Next, participants in each condition were asked 20 FCT questions in Qualtrics. All 

participants were required to complete the task by selecting an answer from four possible 

options for each question before proceeding to the next. Sixteen of the questions were the 

target FCT questions and four were distractor questions. Each question concerned details of 

an impending terror attack for example, ‘what type of weapon/s will the individual or group 

plan to use?’, which was followed by four possible responses: (a) firearms (e.g. guns), (b) 

explosives (e.g. bombs), (c) melee weapons (e.g. swords, knives, etc.), or (d) chemicals (e.g. 

acid). The total score for each participant was calculated based on how many correct answers 

they provided – in this example, one point was awarded for (b) explosives because this is 

what the terrorists planned to use. Time was automatically recorded for each question in 

Qualtrics. Finally, innocent individuals were questioned about the strategies they utilised 

when they completed the FCT.  

To reiterate witnesses were asked to tell the truth and help authorities prevent an act of 

terror and therefore would be expected to answer correctly by being truthful, terrorists were 

asked to be deceitful to ensure the completion of an attack and therefore were expected to 

select the wrong answers, and innocent individuals were asked to prove their innocence 

however they saw fit (potentially by random responding).  
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Results 

For the results, we analysed the data quality in addition to how accurately and quickly 

participants in the witness, terrorist, and innocent conditions completed the FCT. This was 

completed by comparing of their chance level responses, scores, and response times. Finally, 

we looked at qualitative data that concerned innocent individuals’ approach to the deception 

detection method.  

Data Quality Assessment 

No data quality issues or violations were found after a visual inspection of data entry 

for errors and strange responses for each variable for the 100 participants. Participant 34 

exceeded the recommended, studentised residual cut-off of ± |3.29| with a value of 6.41. 

According to Field (2009) and Tabachnick and Fidell (2007) an extreme case may impact and 

affect the precision of regression weights. Due to its significant effect on response times, 

participant 34 will be removed from this data set. 

A Comparison of Accuracy Based on FCT Responses 

FCT and Chance-level Responding. A chance level of 25% was calculated from 

participants’ abilities to correctly select an option from each multiple-choice question. The 

maximum possible correct score excluding distraction items was 16, hence why scores ≥4 and 

scores <4 were considered ‘at-or-above’ and ‘below’ chance-levels respectively. Chi-square 

tests for independence (with Yates Continuity Correction) suggested the experimental 

conditions have a significant effect on chance-level responses, χ2 (2, n = 99) = 18.05, p < .001, 

V = .43, with a medium effect (Gravetter & Wallnau, 2004, p. 605).  Thereafter, post-hoc tests 

based on chi-square adjusted standardized residuals (Beasley & Schumacker, 1995; 

MacDonald & Gardner, 2000) indicated there was a strong association between witnesses and 

proportion of chance-level responses, χ2 (1, n = 31) = 14.44, p < .001 with no witnesses 

performing below chance (0%). Further, there appeared to be a strong association between 
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terrorists and proportion of chance-level responses, χ2 (1, n = 33) = 12.11, p < .001 with 

45.5% of terrorists performing below chance. However, there were no associations between 

innocent individuals and proportion of chance-level responses, χ2 (1, n = 35) = 0.06, p = .803 

with 25.7% of innocent individuals performing below chance.  

Utilising the aforementioned cut-offs, FCT’s sensitivity, that is to say accurate 

identification of ‘true’ positives  for witnesses and innocent individuals (truth-tellers) 

combined was 86.4% (see Morgan et al., 2014 for details on how this percentage is 

calculated). For terrorists the accurate identification of ‘true’ negatives (deceivers) was 

45.5%.  

FCT Scores and Response Times. For the FCT technique to have practical 

implications in the field, statistics should reveal large, robust, effects. To explore this, two, 

one-way ANOVAs were used to compare the conditions’ (witnesses, terrorists, and innocent 

individuals) forced-choice scores and response times. Thereafter, follow-up sets of 

independent-samples t-tests were conducted to compare witnesses and terrorists, witnesses 

and innocent individuals, and terrorists and innocent individuals for forced-choice scores and 

response times. 

FCT Scores. The first one-way ANOVA assessed the impact of condition on averaged 

forced-choice scores. There was a significant difference overall, F(2, 96) = 47.61, p < .001, η2 

= .50, which is a large effect (Cohen, 1988; 1992; Tabachnick & Fidell, 2007). There was a 

significant difference, t(62) = 6.71, p < .001, between witnesses (M = 12.45, SD = 2.50) and 

terrorists (M = 5.64, SD = 5.11) was present. The magnitude of the differences in the means 

was large (Mean Difference = 6.82, 95% CI [4.78 to 8.85], η2 = .42; Cohen, 1988). Similarly, 

witnesses (M = 12.45, SD = 2.50) and innocent individuals (M = 4.74, SD = 1.93) scores were 

significantly different, t(64) = 14.10, p < .001, with a large effect (Mean Difference = 7.71, 

95% CI [6.62 to 8.80], η2 = .76; Cohen, 1988). However, there was no significant difference 
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between terrorists and innocent individuals, t(66) = 0.96, p = .338 (Figure 1).   

 

 

Figure 1. Differences between witnesses, terrorists, and innocent individuals’ average forced-

choice test scores (out of 16) with 95% CI error bars. 

 

FCT Response Times. A second one-way ANOVA assessed the impact between 

conditions on forced-choice response times. There was an overall significant effect, F(2, 96) 

= 17.08, p < .001, η2 = .26 with large effects (Cohen, 1988; 1992; Tabachnick & Fidell, 

2007). Follow-up t-tests showed there was a significant difference, t(62) = -3.37, p = .001, 

between witnesses (M = 166.38, SD = 45.02) and terrorists (M = 214.20, SD = 65.87). The 

magnitude of the differences in the means was large (Mean Difference = -47.82, 95% CI [-

76.19 to -19.45], η2 = .15; Cohen, 1988). Witnesses (M = 166.38, SD = 45.02) were also 

significantly different, t(64) = -5.95, p < .001, from innocent individuals (M = 258.22, SD = 

74.76) with a large effect (Mean Difference = -91.84, 95% CI [-122.68 to -60.99], η2 = .36; 

Cohen, 1988). Finally, there was a significant difference, t(66) = -2.57, p = .012, between 
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terrorists (M = 214.20, SD = 65.87) and innocent individuals (M = 258.22, SD = 74.76) with a 

moderate effect (Mean Difference = -44.01, 95% CI [ -78.21 to -9.82], η2 = .09; Cohen, 1988; 

Figure 2).   

 

 

 

Figure 2. Differences between witnesses, terrorists and innocent individuals’ average forced-

choice test response times (in seconds) with 95% CI error bars. 

 

Qualitative Responses from Innocent Individuals 

Thirty-five written responses were given by innocent individuals, which concerned 

what strategies each individual used to complete the FCT. After having read the responses, 

the answers were coded into three categories, ‘replied honestly’, ‘active avoidance of 

incriminating answers’, and ‘no strategy’. The most common answer was honesty (n = 16). 

For example, one participant in this category stated, “I would choose the one which sounded 

like the more common or likely scenario,” relative to terrorist attacks, “shown in past media 
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broadcasts”. The second most frequent response was active avoidance of self-incrimination (n 

= 12). For example, one participant in this category said, “I tried to answer the questions 

badly, I felt that using melee weapons and returning home would be poor choices for the 

perpetrators to make”. The final category was to have no strategy (n = 7). An example of a 

participant in this category is a participant who responded with a simple “no”. 

Discussion 

At first blush, the findings we report here are positive for using an FCT to identify 

terrorists. We could distinguish between witnesses and terrorists because, as expected, 

terrorists made less correct answers and took longer to respond than the truthful witnesses. 

However, without an important caveat the reader could be misled. The innocent individuals, 

who did not know anything about a terrorist attack were indistinguishable from the terrorists 

on FCT scores. The implication of this is that entirely innocent people could be falsely 

identified as terrorists utilising this tool. As such, we now turn our attention to these issues in 

more depth.   

Unsurprisingly, all in the witnesses condition performed above chance on the FCT. 

Indeed, those who had information about a terrorist attack and were not asked to lie, gave the 

most accurate and correct responses. These individuals would not raise suspicion because 

they do not show any signs of trying to mislead the investigator. In addition, the witnesses 

were also the quickest responders on the FCT. They simply had to remember details of the 

terrorist attack and respond to the multiple-choice questions - a relatively simple cognitive 

task (Bogacz et al., 2006; Greve, Binder, & Bianchini, 2009; Vrij, Granhag, & Porter, 2010).  

Terrorists, however, gave significantly less correct answers on the FCT than 

witnesses, as was hypothesised. However, not all terrorists scored below chance - about half 

scored at chance or above meaning that many terrorists might be able to ‘pass’ an FCT. 

Frederick and Speed (2007) suggest this is because some guilty perpetrators may be able to 
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work out what the task requires and deliberately try to avoid detection with counter-measures. 

For example, some researchers have suggested that participants may resort to random 

responding, rather than picking the wrong answers, as an approach to avoid detection 

(Frederick & Speed, 2007; Porter, Stewart, & Campbell, 2007). To a certain degree, this 

meant that some participants in the terrorist condition could emulate the response patterns of 

innocent individuals preventing the FCT from being effective in some circumstances. 

Terrorists took significantly longer to answer the FCT than witnesses. The intention to 

deceive, and the process of doing so, seems to have added to their response time. To 

deliberately get an answer wrong, the terrorists needed to remember the correct answer and 

then choose an answer that was not correct. This meant they had to rely on memory and pick 

out a false answer, a process that has an additional step to answering correctly and therefore 

would take more time (see also, for example, Bogacz et al., 2006; Hughes et al., 2005;  

Spence et al., 2004; Walczyk et al., 2003).  

 Innocent participants, who had no knowledge of the plot, gave significantly less 

correct answers than participants in the witness condition - although there was no significant 

difference compared with the terrorist condition. Since our innocent participants did not know 

the correct answers we expected that they would simply guess. However, this does not seem 

to have been the strategy used by all the participants. A number said they used deliberate 

strategies to look innocent. For example, when given the four, alternative, answers some 

participants said they would deliberately pick the answer that they felt was least likely to be 

correct. In this regard, they were acting like the terrorist participants who were also trying to 

avoid the correct answer. In hindsight we would have liked to ask why terrorists and 

witnesses made their choices as well and this is an omission on our part. 

In this regard choice of question for the FCT is critical. Indeed, this has been noted 

previously with regards the ‘guilty knowledge task’ on the polygraph (e.g., Lykken, 1959, 
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1960). In the guilty knowledge task the suspect is attached to the polygraph. Then the suspect 

is told to say ‘no’ to different answers. For example, if a robber is known to have used a Ford 

as a getaway car a suspect might be asked the question, ‘what was the getaway car?’ and then 

the alternatives, ‘Toyota’, ‘Volkswagen’, ‘Ford’, and ‘Hyundai’ might be read to him in turn. 

The offender should show a greater response on the polygraph to ‘Ford’ than the other cars. 

There is some evidence that the guilty knowledge task can be effective but also results can be 

greatly affected by stimuli novelty and emotional impact (see Meijer, Verschuere, Gamer, 

Merckelbach, & Ben‐Shakhar, 2016). The implication being that including ‘Lamborghini’ 

amongst the other car makes may elicit a large response, not because it was used in the 

robbery and the suspect is guilty but because it is a different type of car to the others. This is 

relevant to the FCT because all four options may not be equally appealing to participants – 

some answers might be chosen by participants because they seem unlikely. Therefore, it is 

reasonable to think that innocent participants will not behave randomly but will be active in 

trying to prove their innocence by trying to work out what is required to do so (for a 

discussion of this with regards experiments see Orne, 1996).  

Clearly then, the choice of questions for a FCT is critical. As well as the issue of 

participants deliberately avoiding an answer because they believe it will make them look 

guilty, other factors may come into play. For example, we know that memory is not perfect. It 

is possible that witnesses or terrorists will not remember all the details of a planned terrorist 

attack and so may answer correctly or incorrectly because of chance (Frederick & Speed, 

2007). Similarly, almost all terrorist organisations try and prevent the leakage of information 

by limiting the amount shared information given to their constituents. Currently, there is a 

lack of differentiation between the various al-Quaeda-inspired ‘cells’ and the degree each 

possess terrorist-related knowledge (Thiel, 2009). For this reason, a suspected terrorist may 

not be aware of all the information that the investigator knows. Of course, the intelligence that 
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the investigator has may simply be incomplete or incorrect. All this confuses attempts to 

differentiate innocent individuals from terrorists that increases the potential for innocent 

individuals to be misidentified as terrorists and vice versa. Further studies should examine the 

effects of fragmented information on the success of FCT.  

Whilst the time taken to answer was longer for the terrorists it was even longer for the 

innocent participants. This, again, could mean innocent people might be misconstrued as 

terrorists - indeed the time they take to respond may make them look even guiltier. It also 

shows the need for having an additional ‘innocent’ control group of people who are not telling 

the truth or deceiving but who ‘know nothing’ for ecological validity in deception detection 

studies. A further limitation of the FCT approach is that it can only work, in the first instance, 

on the different items of FCT and therefore would not generate a detailed and elaborate 

account which would need to rely on an interview. In interviews there would be more 

opportunities for equivocation and omission. 

Conclusion 

 FCTs can produce significant results between truth-tellers and deceivers in some 

settings but the addition of those who possess no knowledge confounds this capability. 

Importantly, people who advocate the use of the FCT must be aware that whilst the task 

distinguishes between people who are honest and know about a target (witnesses) from those 

who are deliberately deceiving (terrorists), it is less effective in distinguishing between people 

who are deceptive (terrorists) and know nothing about what they are suspected (innocent 

individuals) at least in this instance. The implications of the results of this study are that there 

is no simple short-cut way of detecting deception. 
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