
P
art of your work involves knowing whether the 

people you talk with are being honest. Reading 

body language can assist you with the human 

relations part of your audit.

Reading nonverbal communication is a developed skill. 

Like other skills, it requires practice to excel. With consistent 

effort, you can get good at reading people’s body language, 

and when sufficiently developed, reading nonverbal 

communication can offer a multitude of advantages in your 

professional and personal lives.

Individuals who effectively read and interpret nonverbal 

communication and manage how others perceive it will 

enjoy greater success in life than those who lack this skill 

(Goldman).

Body language is a means of transmitting information, 

like the spoken word, except it is achieved through facial 

expressions, gestures, touch, physical movements, posture, 

embellishments (i.e. clothes, hairstyles, tattoos, etc.) and 

even the tone and volume of your voice (Navarro).

Body language requires you to be observant to detect tells 

(clues that our bodies give off). It is inadequate to simply 

see the tell. You must also understand what the tell means 

to gain any advantage. The human body is capable of giving 

off thousands of tells. Which ones are most important, and 

how do we decode them—particularly when it comes to 

detecting lying and deception?

Where do you begin?

The best starting place is to get baseline information about 

the person you are to interview by observing a person’s 

behavior under normal, nonthreatening circumstances. 

How does this person look, act and sound under normal 

conditions? When people go off their normal baseline there 

are reasons for it, and you can usually figure out those 

reasons.
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Simply observe a person and make mental notes of what 

you discern. Gather this information when you can at social 

functions, encounters in stores or at the workplace, but not 

as a function of your internal auditor role. Take note of how 

a person will normally stand or sit, their facial expressions, 

their use of hand gestures, where their eyes look when 

asked a question, where their eyes look when answering a 

question, eye blink rate, etc. 

Any information you can establish as baseline for that 

person will become valuable should you have to deal with 

him/her during the course of an audit.

If you do not have the benefit of conducting a baseline on 

the person you interview, start your meeting with a rapport-

building session. Do not immediately launch into why the 

person is in your office, but rather begin by putting the 

person at ease. 

You might want to ask questions such as: How long have 

you lived in the state? What type of sports do you enjoy? 

Ask about their children, etc. What matters is not the type of 

questions, but rather their responses to the questions. From 

their responses, you can pick up speaking tone, words per 

minute, speaking cadence, etc.

Where to look for truth in body language

All parts of the body give off information. As a result, all 

parts of the body should be examined for tells and their 

meanings. Most body language experts begin with the 

limbic system. The limbic system is found in our brain and 

consists of numerous parts. What is significant about the 

limbic system is not where it is located or the names of its 

various parts, but rather what the limbic system does.

In the nonverbal world, the limbic system is referred to as 

the ‘honest brain.’ Accordingly, it gives off a true response 

to information in our immediate environment. It reacts 

instantaneously, in real time and without thought.

An example of limbic system function would be if you are 

afraid of snakes and you discover one just two feet from 

Exhibit 1 – Tells and their meaning in Western cultures

Body area Tells What it means How it can help you

Upper Torso Leaning away Disagreement, 

avoidance, dislike

If you are in a meeting and introduce a new concept, and people 

lean back – you now know what they think of your new idea.

Hands Wringing hands (like 

washing your hands 

without water)

Nervousness, 

anxious, stressed

When a co-worker or client hand wrings, it would be time to 

back off and allow the stress to dissipate.

Face Tight lips Hesitancy and 

secrecy

Tight lips suggest these people have more information to share, 

but are simply unwilling to share.

Feet Direction of feet Intentions Where the feet point show the true intentions of the person, 

i.e., towards a door (wants to leave), towards a person (wants to 

connect with that person), etc.

Legs/Feet Bouncing feet Happy, confident A person in a sitting position with their leg crossed and the foot 

bouncing up and down indicates the person is feeling good 

about what they are hearing and seeing.
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you. The moment you see the snake you will instinctively 

react (jump, scream, run, yell, etc.). This would be a limbic 

reaction—instantaneous, real time, without thought. These 

reactions are valuable because they are authentic. There 

is no deception involved, as you do not have time to think 

about your reaction. 

It is only when we have time to think about our responses 

that we will many times coach our response to “fit” the 

situation or person. The ‘non-honest’ parts compose the rest 

of the brain. These parts deceive and do so often. (Vrij).

Detection of lying and deception

Body language alone is inadequate to determine if a person 

is lying or being deceptive. We can get some wonderful 

tips and clues through body language, but to detect lying 

and deception, three components are required: one is body 

language, the second is the science of lying and the third is 

content and structure. When all three parts are working in 

concert, you have the best chance of detecting lying and 

deception.

The science of lying refers to a body of knowledge that 

researchers have captured and documented on why people 

lie, the types of lies they tell, the frequency of lying, the type 

of damage done by lying—-basically understanding the 

psychology of liars.

The content and structure of lying involves how a person 

responds to questions you have asked. What comes from 

their mouths is content and how they word it is structure.

Reading nonverbal cues is a  

developed skill.

For example, when I was a high school principal in 

Wisconsin, a window was broken by a rock thrown through 

it. Two teens were sent to me, each accusing the other as the 

rock thrower. After a couple minutes of asking questions, 

watching their reactions and listening to their content and 

structure, it was easy to know who the rock thrower was.

The truthful student answered questions openly, and 

rapidly. Why? Because he had nothing to hide. His body 

language was consistent with a truthful person, and finally 

his responses (words he used and how he used them) to 

my questions were stated in a manner that indicated no 

deception.

The rock thrower hesitated when answering my questions, 

asked for questions to be repeated, was constantly vague 

with information and denied any involvement. His body 

language was not relaxed, and he positioned himself in 

the chair on an angle toward me. He did not have eye 

contact and he used language (content and structure) that 

suggested an attempt to distance him from the event even 

though I had numerous witnesses who saw him there.

For every lie told, two to three 

more must be told to cover the 

tracks of the first lie.

Susan Smith is a higher profile example. In 1994 in South 

Carolina, Susan Smith had her two small children in the back 

seat of her car, drove the car into a lake and the children 

drowned. She then told the police her vehicle was carjacked 

at a stoplight. When the story broke, she got before a 

microphone on national television and pleaded for her 

children’s safe return. “Oh, I need my babies back!”—but 

never once was there a tear.

As she spoke she said, “I just can’t stress it enough that 

we—we just got to get them back home. Where—that’s just 

where they belong, with their mamma and daddy.” Notice in 

her content and structure, she never referred to her children 

in the present tense and she referred to her children as 

“them.” Her estranged husband, on the other hand, got to 

the microphone and referred to the children in the present 

tense and called them by name—Michael and Alex.

A strong emotion takes over when you lose a family 

member. It is called hope. You never give up hope until you 

know different. Susan knew different and it played out with 

her content and structure.

Other tells that may benefit healthcare auditors would be 

instances of medical supplies, equipment, drug diversion, 

etc., thefts. In situations like these, you would look for 

similar things to my student rock-thrower example. It has 

The subject needs time to come up with the next lie to tell. They may try  

to cover the gap by asking that questions be repeated.
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been long ago proven through research that for every lie 

told, two to three more must be told to cover the tracks of 

the first lie.

The liars' “mental gymnastics” are that they must recall the 

first lie and then come up with two or more lies to protect 

the first one. They typically cannot do that while speaking. 

You will notice a difference from baseline information in how 

the person sounds while speaking.

During baseline, the subject may have had a normal 

speaking flow. During an interview, the person now has 

a speaking flow with gaps or stoppages. The gaps and 

stoppages are thinking time. The subject needs thinking 

time to come up with the next lie to tell you, which must 

connect logically to the first lie or else their story will 

sound ‘off.’ The thinking time creates the gap in their 

speaking flow. 

Another common tactic is for subjects to ask that questions 

be repeated. Unless there is a genuine hearing deficiency, 

this is usually another attempt to gain thinking time.

Evaluate their body language and look for any signs of 

avoidance and dislike. That is, their bodies will tell you 

when something in the conversation is making them 

uncomfortable. For instance:

 • Eye contact avoidance including using sunglasses 

indoors, using their hair, lowering the bill of a cap

 • Using books or magazines or other devices to block your 

view of them

 • Crossing their leg with the outside of their leg toward 

you

 • Upper torso leaning away (angling their body or turning 

their chair slightly away from you)

Finally, their content and structure will typically be rather 

abrupt with short answers. They may attempt to take you 

down another discussion path that usually leads away from 

them. They may try to place blame on others and there may 

be inconsistencies in their story.

Remember, it is only when all three components—body 

language, science of lying, and content and structure—are 

working together that you will have the greatest chance of 

determining whether your subject is truthful or not. Couple 

these cues with forensic information that can aid you in your 

investigations (i.e., signatures, computer date/time stamps, 

video footage, eyewitnesses, etc.).

All parts of the body give off 

information.

Summary

A large part of auditing involves interaction with fellow 

employees throughout the organization. Research indicates 

that up to 93% of all face-to-face communication is non-

verbal, yet very few people are trained to observe tells and 

know what tells mean when they spot them. 

In many situations, you will feel that your auditee is not as 

open as perhaps you would expect them to be. Being able 

to read their body language to determine whether they are 

being truthful and forthright can help determine if more 

audit work is warranted. By perfecting your knowledge of 

non-verbal communication, you can improve your audits 

and the value of internal auditing for your organization. NP
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