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A salesperson’s answer-response length influences consumers’ veracity judgements. In three studies we found that a match between

expectations and the response length results in mistrust when the salesperson was associated with a negative stereotype. Conversely,

mistrust results from a mismatch for salespeople that are not associated with a negative stereotype.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Effective methods for separating liars from truth-tellers have 

been considered in consumer-salesperson interactions, interpersonal 
relationships, criminology, and organisational settings. When should 
an individual be sceptical of a communicator? The stakes can be high. 
If a consumer is excessively cautious and does not believe a truth tell-
ing salesperson, a good deal will be forfeited. If a consumer is overly 
trusting and believes a deceptive salesperson, the consumer can be 
duped into purchasing a product that does not work as promised.

One interesting factor that may affect the propensity to believe 
the communicator is the amount of detail the salesperson provides 
in response to a consumer’s question. The goal of this research is 
to examine how response length influences veracity judgments in a 
sales setting. Canvassing lay beliefs and extant research on decep-
tion in general presents completely opposing predictions. Internet 
sites suggest that saying too much is a dead giveaway of deceit. For 
example, the truthaboutdeception.com provides advice to the liar by 
counselling him or her to say as little as possible because “people get 
suspicious if you say too much.” Conversely, academic literature has 
tended to expect and find the opposite: liars say less. The reported 
results however, are somewhat mixed. DePaulo and Morris (2004) 
offer some evidence that liars say less and provide fewer details. In 
a meta-analytic approach, DePaulo et al. (2003) found no support 
for variations in talking time, but did find that liars provided fewer 
details. However, Vrij and Heaven (1999) found no effect for the 
amount of details provided by a liar. Although consumer research has 
not explicitly considered response length as a cue to deception, there 
has been research investigating when consumers believe a salesper-
son’s claim using the Persuasion Knowledge model (Friestad and 
Wright 1994). Previous work has found consumers to assume that 
salespeople have ulterior motives (Main, Dahl, and Darke 2007) and 
therefore, are more likely to deceive. Others have reported that sales-
people are less trusted when they offer unsolicited recommendations 
(Fitzsimons and Lehman 2004) and when they behave in a manner 
consistent with a negative ‘salesperson’ stereotype, such as providing 
flattery to a consumer (Guo and Main, 2012). 

We suggest a salesperson associated with a negative stereotype 
may be mistrusted when they behave in a manner consistent with that 
stereotype. In other words, salespeople associated with a negative 
stereotype are not believed when they behave as expected. We also 
propose that a salesperson associated with a non-negative stereotype 
may not be believed when they behave in a manner inconsistent with 
their usual behavior (i.e. response length is inconsistent with the rest 
of the answers s/he provides). In other words, salespeople associated 
with a non-negative stereotype are not believed when they behave in 
an unexpected manner. 

Empirical Work
In study 1, we tested whether consumers believe the claim of a 

salespeople associated with a negative stereotype when more or less 
information is provided in response to a specific question (versus ap-
proximately what is ‘normal’). We expected responses that are ‘nor-
mal’ in length to not be beleived. We asked participants to imagine 
a scenario with a used car sales person who answered their ques-
tion regarding the transmission with a response that was short (or 
long) when they expected a response to be short (or long). Responses 

matching their expectations were least believed, particularly when 
the salesperson provided a long answer. 

In study 2, we tested whether consumers are likely to believe 
a salesperson associated with a non-negative or neutral stereotype 
when s/he provides a response which is consistent in length with the 
rest of the conversation (versus more or less than the hairdresser usu-
ally says). We expect responses that are ‘unusual’ in length to not be 
believed. We found that responses that mismatched their expecta-
tions were least credible, particularly if they provided a short answer. 

Of course, there are many differences between examples of 
salespeople with a negative stereotype (used car salespeople in this 
case) and salespeople with a non-negative stereotype (a hairdresser 
in this case). In study 3, we tested whether the results for a situation 
where a consumer visits a hairdresser on a one-off basis would be 
believed when they offered an ‘unusual’ or a ‘normal’ length of re-
sponse. We found that responses that mismatched their expectations 
were least credible, particularly if they provided a short answer. It ap-
pears that the existence of a relationship was not driving the results. 

Discussion
We found that when the salesperson was associated with a nega-

tive stereotype, consumers evaluated the salesperson as least believ-
able when they were expected to speak at length and they did speak 
at length. This finding is consistent with the lay beliefs communi-
cated on internet sites. Interestingly, they refer to the long response 
in interpersonal relationships where negative stereotypes are likely to 
be less common. We also expected that a mismatch between expecta-
tions and the length of the salesperson’s response would result in not 
believing salespeople that are not associated with a negative stereo-
type. We found that when a hairdresser (indicative of this category) 
was expected to speak at length about a product, but had relatively 
little to say, s/he was not believed. 

We tested whether the difference in cues to deception between 
these two types of salespeople could be because there was an existing 
relationship or the potential for an existing relationship in study 3. 
We did not find support for that explanation. However there are still 
many differences between a car salesperson and a hairdresser. Since 
a hairdresser touches the head and hair of the client and tactile inter-
action has been found to affect consumer’s reaction (Hornik 1992), 
future research could consider the influence of appropriate (and inap-
propriate) touch on deception cues. 

This research contributes to the deception cue literature more 
generally as little work exists considering the moderation of the re-
lationship between behavioral cues and suspicion. The only findings 
in the deception literature currently point toward shorter answers as 
the most likely response format for liars. Here we find that longer 
responses were a cue for deception for salespeople associated with a 
negative stereotype.  

REFERENCES
DePaulo, Bella M., James J. Lindsay, Brian E. Malone, Laura 

Muhlenbruck, Kelly Charlton, and Harris Cooper (2003), 
“Cues to Deception.” Psychological Bulletin 129, 74-118.



446 / Saying a Little, Saying a Lot: Response Length as a Deception Cue for Consumers

DePaulo, Bella M., and Wendy L. Morris (2004), “Discerning 
Lies from Truths: Behavioural Cues to Deception and the 
Indirect Pathway of Intuition” In Pär Anders Granhag, Leif 
A. Strömwall (Eds.) The detection of deception in forensic 
contexts, (pp. 15-40). New York, NY: Cambridge University 
Press.

Ekman, P. (1985). Telling lies. New York: Norton.
Fitzsimons, Gavan J., and Donald R. Lehmann (2004), “Reactance 

to Recommendations: When Unsolicited Advice Yields 
Contrary Responses,” Marketing Science, 23, 82-94.

Friestad, Marian, and Peter Wright (1994), “The Persuasion 
Knowledge Model: How People Cope with Persuasion 
Attempts,” Journal of Consumer Research 21, 1-31.

Guo, Wenxia, and Kelley J. Main (2012), “The Vulnerability 
of Defensiveness: The Impact of Persuasion Attempts and 
Processing Motivations on Trust,” Marketing Letters, 23, 959-
971.

Hornik, Jacob. “Tactile stimulation and consumer response.” 
Journal of Consumer Research 19, no. 3 (1992): 449.

Kramer, Roderick M. (2004), “Collective paranoia: Distrust 
between social groups” In Russell Hardin (Ed.), Distrust (pp. 
136-166). New York, NY: Russell Sage Foundation.

Main, Kelley J., Darren W. Dahl, and Peter R. Darke 
(2007),”Deliberative and Automatic Bases of Suspicion: 
Empirical Evidence of the Sinister Attribution Error,” Journal 
of Consumer Psychology, 17, 59-69.

Vrij, Aldert, and Sharon Heaven (1999) “Vocal and Verbal 
Indicators of Deception as a Function of Lie Complexity,” 
Psychology, Crime and Law, 5, 203-215.

Zuckerman Miron, Bella M. DePaulo, and Robert Rosenthal 
(1981),”Verbal and Nonverbal Communication of Deception.” 
In L. Berkowitz (Ed.), Advances in Experimental social psy-
chology (Vol. 14, pp. 1-59). New York, NY: Academic Press.

Zuckerman Miron and Robert Driver (1985), “Telling lies: Verbal 
and nonverbal correlates of deception.”  In A.W. Siegman & 
S. Feldstein (Eds.), Nonverbal communication: An integrated 
perspective (pp. 129-147). Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum. 


