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The problem. When someone is lying, there are expectations about how they will behave. One 
aspect of behavior that is affected by deceptive intentions is language. In this paper, we present a 
case study on truthful and deceptive language used by former Toronto mayor Rob Ford. Rob 
Ford (among other transgressions) famously denied, but then admitted to, crack cocaine use: 
therefore we are able to analyze discourses that are deceptive, on the one hand, and truthful on 
the other. We examine six discourses (three deceptive and three truthful), comprising 
approximately one hour of speech. We quantify aspects of Ford’s language behavior, and then 
compare the findings to previous research to propose which factors are best fed into models that 
predict expectations about truthful versus deceptive language (e.g. Larcker & Zakolyukina 2012, 
Markowitz & Hancock 2014), and how discourse type (interview, spontaneous media scrum, or 
prepared press conference) can affect deceptive language. We also contribute a novel type of 
analysis in this area, by counting the truth conditional versus certain presuppositional 
propositions in each of Ford’s discourses, expecting that liars may use fewer presuppositional 
triggers due to the additional processing complexity involved (e.g. Toma & Hancock 2012).  

The background. Previous findings have provided certain consistent expectations about how 
deceptive language differs from truthful language (e.g. Vrij 2008 for overview). Liars may use 
fewer first person and more 2nd/3rd person pronouns (Newman et al. 2003, Hancock et al. 2008, 
Zandan 2014), more modals (Pennebaker 2011), and more general knowledge references 
(Larcker & Zakolyukina 2012) in an attempt to distance themselves from their deception. 
Because complex events are hard to imagine, deceivers may use fewer adjectives, simpler 
discourse structures, and shorter sentences (e.g. DePaulo et al. 2003, Sporer 2009, Markowitz & 
Hancock 2014). On the other hand, there are also conflicting findings. Emotional states of liars 
may have effects in opposite directions: some liars may use more positive amplifiers (extreme, 
vastly) (Markowitz & Hancock 2014) and positive emotion words (Larcker & Zakolyukina 2012 
on CEOs) to “sell” the lie; while others use more negative emotion words and swear words, 
reflecting negative anxiety (Larcker & Zakolyukina 2012 on CFOs). While the negative mindset 
or defensiveness of liars can cause “emotional leakage” shown in higher use of negation words 
(e.g. Toma and Hancock 2012), this is not found in all deceptive contexts (e.g. Markowitz & 
Hancock 2014 on scientific fraud). The present study contributes to the investigation of variation 
among both individuals and discourse contexts (pace Markowitz & Hancock 2014, Zandan 2014) 
with a detailed study of one politician’s truthful and deceptive statements in three discourse 
types: interviews, spontaneous media scrums, and prepared press conferences.  

Methodology. We analyzed six discourses, three denying and three admitting to crack cocaine 
use. We quantified numerous aspects of language expected to be different in deceptive versus 
truthful language, including the number of 1st person versus 2nd/3rd person pronouns, negative 
words, positive and negative adjectives, sentence length, conjunctions and proposition number. 
Results in each category were calculated as a percentage of the total words in each statement.  
Results and discussion. Consistent with previous findings, Ford used fewer 1st person singular 
pronouns in his deceptive statement to the media (Table 1), though the overall numbers were 
surprisingly similar – in fact, he used more “I” in his deceptive language. Also consistent with 
previous findings, Ford used more 3rd person references (Table 2), which included the use of 
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noun phrases like the great people of Toronto; more extreme positive adjectives, and fewer 
extreme negative adjectives (pace Larcker & Zakolyukina 2012). However, Ford’s deceptive 
language also differed from expectations in a number of ways: his deceptive language used more 
conjunctions and subordinators (Table 3); more adjectives; and a similar number of negative 
words (Table 4). Overall, this suggests that Ford was able to control the cognitive load of 
deception (by maintaining equally linguistically complex discourse when lying), but not the 
expected negative emotional load of deception (his deceptive discourses produced more positive 
emotional content, and a lower than expected negative content). Additional results will be 
discussed. We also consider which results may be explained as resulting from other contextual 
factors/discourse type, and which language features most reliably predict deceptive versus 
truthful language. 
 
Tables 
Results are given as a percentage of total words in the data. 
 
  I  me my total  
deceptive 7.5% 0.7% 0.8% 9.0% 
truthful  6.4% 0.9% 2.2% 9.7% 
Table 1. Use of first person singular pronouns in Rob Ford’s deceptive and truthful language 
 
  he him his they their total 
deceptive 0.6% 0.1% 0.2% 0.4% 0.3% 1.5%  
truthful 0.3% 0% 0% 0.4% 0.1% 0.8% 
Table 2. Use of 3rd person pronouns in Rob Ford’s deceptive and truthful language  
 
  and or but that so total  
deceptive 3.6% 0.1% 0.4% 1.2% 0.4% 5.7% 
truthful 2.9% 0.2% 0.9%  1.0% 0.2% 5.2% 
Table 3. Use of conjunctions and subordinators in Rob Ford’s deceptive and truthful language  
 
  no not/n’t  never total 
deceptive 0.3% 2.6% 0.1% 3.0% 
truthful 0.6% 1.8% 0.3% 2.7% 
Table 4. Use of negative words in Rob Ford’s deceptive and truthful language 
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