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Deceptive Journalism: Characteristics of Untrustworthy News
Items
Charlotte Govaerta, Luuk Lagerwerfa and Céline Klemmb*
aLanguage and Communication, Vrije Universiteit, Amsterdam, Netherlands; bCommunication Science, Vrije
Universiteit, Amsterdam, Netherlands

ABSTRACT
Trustworthiness is key in journalism, yet some journalists
intentionally deceive their audiences by fabricating sources or
inventing news stories altogether. Earlier research suggests that
deceitful news articles have characteristics that are different from
trustworthy news articles. We aimed to confirm and expand on
the existing literature by examining the case of Perdiep Ramesar,
an esteemed Dutch journalist until it was discovered in 2014 that
sources were non-existing in 126 of his articles for national
newspaper Trouw (“Fidelity”). Using content analysis, we searched
for systematic differences in source use and presentation
comparing Ramesar’s deceptive news articles with two same-sized
sets of reliable articles, (1) articles on similar topics from other
journalists and (2) articles with verifiable sources from Ramesar
himself. Results indicate that compared to real news sources,
fictitious sources are more often secondary definers, who are
presented in more stereotypical ways and through more and
longer direct quotations. Furthermore, negations and self-
references occur more often in deceptive news articles.

KEYWORDS
deceptive journalism; source
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Journalism’s first obligation is to the truth, as Kovach and Rosenstiel (2014) contend, yet
some journalists deceive their audiences by embellishing news stories with fabrications.
Stories like these are a serious breach of contract between journalists and the public,
undermining trust in the news and ultimately its vital role in democracy (Jones Patterson
and Urbanski 2007; Wahl-Jorgensen et al. 2016). Are there ways in which news editors and
publishers could detect fabrications in news articles before they are published in order to
protect the integrity of the news?

Dalecki, Lasorsa, and Lewis (2009) investigated this matter, comparing deceptive and
trustworthy news items through content analysis. They found, for instance, that deceptive
news articles are typically longer than trustworthy articles, and contain more direct quota-
tions. In order to expand on this study, we performed a comparative content analysis on a
recent Dutch case of journalistic fraud. Our data sets consisted of three corpora, enabling
us to make comparisons between deceptive news articles and two same-sized sets of
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reliable articles, that is, articles on similar topics from other journalists, and articles with
verifiable sources from the deceitful journalist himself. The aim was to further our under-
standing of deceitful news and how deceit may be detected by examining source use and
presentation.

Source fabrication is the most common type of deception, Lasorsa and Dai (2007a)
found when exploring ten well-known American cases, including Jayson Blair (The
New York Times), Patricia Smith (Boston Globe) and Jack Kelley (USA Today). In most
instances, reporters used several types of deception, including fact fabrication and plagi-
arism. Fraudulent journalists, however, are by no means exclusive to the US. In November
2014, Trouw (“Fidelity”), one of the Netherlands’s most respected national newspapers,
fired reporter Perdiep Ramesar because some of his articles introduced “unverifiable
sources” (Myjer and Smit 2014, 3). Confronted with 26 names of sources who were
quoted in some of his recent articles but proved to be irretrievable via internet (Google,
Facebook, Linked-in), the phone book as well as a Dutch database of family names,
Ramesar admitted these names were fabricated. Subsequently, he was suspended and
then dismissed (Myjer and Smit 2014).

Since Ramesar declined to cooperate in further investigations, it is unknown whether he
merely renamed bonafide sources without informing his superiors, as Trouw’s internal
regulations (De Berg and Welgraven 2014) require, used composite characters, or fabri-
cated sources and their stories altogether. In any case, he betrayed the reader’s trust
and violated the basic rules of his profession, which prescribe that ethical journalists be
honest, accurate and transparent (SPJ Code of Ethics 2014).

The case of Perdiep Ramesar shocked the journalist community in the Netherlands and
tainted his newspaper’s solid reputation. In the end, after further in-house investigations,
126 of the 1011 articles that Ramesar wrote during his stint at Trouw were withdrawn and
removed from the archives (Myjer and Smit 2014). A list, which Trouw published on its
website (“Artikelen met niet-verifieerbare bronnen” n.d.) reveals that Ramesar’s betrayal
goes back to 2007, the year he joined the newspaper. From this follows that he had
been able to deceive his co-workers and his readers for seven years, raising questions
with respect to the detectability of untruthful journalistic work. In particular, we were won-
dering whether textual characteristics such as source types and their linguistic presen-
tation could help identify deceptive journalism.

Sources in Deceptive News Texts

Essentially, journalism is a “source-driven process” (Berkowitz 2009, 103). Because disinter-
estedness goes to the core of the journalistic enterprise, journalists depend on sources to
not only provide information that is relevant but also to act as the bearers of that infor-
mation. Journalists, in other words, “construct stories through attribution, linking infor-
mation directly to sources, often through quotations” (Carlson 2009). Epistemologically,
Carlson continues, sources serve as evidence, raising the question how deceptive journal-
ists source their articles. Lasorsa and Dai (2007a) found that deceptive journalists introduce
more (not less) sources in their news stories than journalists who abide by the rules. The
rationale they offered is that reporters who engage in deceptive reporting might just as
well introduce more sources to increase the value of their story. Based on these
findings, we hypothesize as follows:
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H1: Ramesar included more sources in his deceptive work in comparison to his truthful work
and to the work by other journalists.

In general, there are several types of sources; one distinction according to Atton and
Wickenden (2005) is between primary and secondary definers, or elite and non-elite
sources. Primary definers belong to “elite groups and institutions who are both easily
found and considered credible through their structural positioning and representative
status” (Atton and Wickenden 2005, 348). Secondary definers, by contrast, are the
“under-accessed,” those whose presence in the media “ensures representation from a
broader range of voices” (Atton and Wickenden 2005, 348). Deceptive journalists, as
Lasorsa and Dai (2007a) found, not only introduce more sources, they also introduce
sources that are different from those used by truthful journalists; they are “more racially
and ethnically diverse” and “hard-to-trace” (170). Deceptive news stories, in other
words, have a tendency to rely on secondary definers or non-elite sources, which
indeed seems logical. Non-elite sources are by definition unknown to the public and there-
fore easier and safer to fabricate than representatives of elite institutions, who would com-
plain if they were represented in the press by someone unknown to them.

Perdiep Ramesar had a reputation for accessing the under-accessed. Protagonists in his
news stories were often representatives of marginalized groups within society (victims of
human trafficking, sex workers, minorities). He also succeeded in accessing them remark-
ably quick. The day after a Turkish Airlines plane crashed near Schiphol Airport, he pro-
duced an eyewitness report of one of the survivors—an elderly Turkish lady who did
not speak Dutch, as the article states—while no other Dutch journalist had been able to
reach the secluded area where survivors and their families were cared for in the hours
after the crash (Myjer and Smit 2014). This article is one of the 126 articles that Trouw
revoked. Therefore our second hypothesis is:

H2: Ramesar uses more secondary definers in his deceptive work in comparison to his truthful
work and to the work by other journalists.

Journalists who deceive their readers do not only target certain social groups, they also
tend to describe members of these groups in particular ways. Deceptive news articles
often contain conventional wisdom and stereotypes (Lasorsa and Dai 2007a, 2007b;
Woo 2003; Gorenfeld 2004; Shafer 2002). Stereotypes are category-based responses to
people who are perceived to belong to social groups other than one’s own. Members
of this group are considered to have characteristics commonly associated with their
group while individual differences are not taken into account (Segijn et al. 2014). Accord-
ing to Lasorsa and Dai (2007b), stereotyping in deceptive writing occurs because it is
based on assumptions about facts and individuals instead of observations and/or inter-
actions rooted in reality. As a consequence, deceptive journalists often construct stories
that confirm rather than challenge existing ideas about certain social groups with the
added benefit that they will most likely raise less suspicion in editors and readers than
stories that deviate from conventional wisdom, thus minimizing the risk of getting caught.

We found supporting evidence for this argumentation in research undertaken by social
psychologists studying the linguistic structure of stereotyped statements. Behaviour that is
consistent with expectancy is described using words with a higher level of abstraction
than behaviour that is not consistent with expectancy (Maass et al. 1995; Wigboldus,
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Semin, and Spears 2000). Thus, as Wigboldus, Semin, and Spears (2000) state, stereotype-
consistent behaviour is described in terms that are more abstract than stereotype-incon-
sistent behaviour. Language abstraction can hence be defined as a key characteristic of
stereotyping and has served as a principal indicator for social psychologists measuring
stereotypes (Maass 1999). In order to classify concreteness versus abstractness, prior
studies used Semin and Fiedler’s (1988) linguistic category model, which distinguishes
between four levels of abstraction corresponding with specific word categories. Descrip-
tive-action verbs (“A shakes B’s hand”) are considered most concrete—they “convey a non-
interpretive description of a single, observable event” (Wigboldus, Semin, and Spears 2000,
6). Adjectives (“A is helpful”), in turn, are least concrete—they are generalizations across
events. In line with this, we would argue that journalists who fake rather than find
sources, and therefore cannot rely on first-hand observations, tend to choose more
abstract terms to describe their sources. This aligns with research which stipulates that
descriptions of real experiences are more sensory and contextually driven than imagined
experiences, which tend to reflect cognitions and rationalizations (Vrij 2008; Johnson and
Raye 1981). Lies are less detailed, as DePaulo et al. (2003) found. What’s more, human
beings appear to be aware of this effect; they consider concrete, detailed statements as
more probably true than generalizations (Hansen and Wänke 2010). Thus, there is a
clear correlation between truthfulness and concreteness, and, by contrast, between
deceit and abstractness.

Stereotypes are thus generalizations that may concern gender, religious or ethnic back-
ground, or sexual preference. In deceptive news stories, stereotyping particularly regards
nationalities and regions, a fact that Lasorsa and Dai (2007b) link to the international date-
lines of the stories they examined. Indeed, a number of the deceptive news stories Lasorsa
and Dai investigated were filed from war-torn countries overseas and had sensitive topics
such as terrorist training camps in Pakistan and ethnic cleansing in Yugoslavia. These
stories, in other words, were probably not produced in the news room, where pressure
to stay within professional limits is most likely to be felt more urgently. Yet, the question
remains, as Lasorsa and Dai already pointed out, whether stereotyping is related to the
international character of the stories as such. It is conceivable that the dynamic is more
complex. Sources in faraway countries are harder to trace, in particular if they are second-
ary definers with little access to the media. Secondary definers often concern minorities,
which unequivocally are subject to stereotyping more often than majorities. In stereotypi-
cal news reporting, furthermore, references to national or regional descent, such as Turkish
or North African frequently occur (Van der Linden and Jacobs 2017).

The case of Perdiep Ramesar offers us a chance to look into this matter more closely.
Ramesar often wrote about minorities, but he was a domestic writer reporting about min-
orities from inner-city neighbourhoods in his own country. If his deceptive writing relies on
stereotyping more than his truthful work, it is not the dateline that accounts for that.
Accordingly, we hypothesize as follows:

H3: Ramesar describes his sources in more stereotypical ways in his deceptive work in com-
parison to his truthful work and to the work by other journalists.

We also expect that Ramesar mentions his source’s descent more often in deceitful
articles than in truthful articles, and in comparison to articles by other journalists.
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Linguistics of Source Presentation

Besides source types and stereotyping, we also examined source presentation. Specifically,
we focused on how Ramesar’s sources are established through speech presentation, that is
the demonstration or representation of someone’s speech or thoughts (Semino and Short
2004). Secondary definers or non-elite sources “represent themselves directly through the
expression of their “subjugated knowledges” and are presented more often than not in
first-person or eyewitness accounts” (Atton and Wickenden 2005, 349). First-person or eye-
witness accounts are likely to favour direct quotations, that is the verbatim presentation of
a source’s speech. Indeed, Dalecki, Lasorsa, and Lewis (2009) found nearly twice as many
direct quotations in deceptive news stories than in authentic news stories. Moreover, while
honest journalists need to select phrases uttered by genuine sources and fit them in coher-
ent, truth-abiding news stories, deceptive journalists work without these constraints,
allowing for longer quotations (Dalecki, Lasorsa, and Lewis 2009). Furthermore, we
expect more self-reference in Ramesar’s deceitful work because first-person and eyewit-
ness accounts are likely to favour words in this linguistic category. We therefore hypoth-
esize as follows:

H4a: Ramesar’s deceptive work contains more direct quotations in comparison to his truthful
and his peers’ work.

H4b: Ramesar’s deceptive work contains longer direct quotations in comparison to his truthful
and his peers’ work.

H4c: Ramesar’s deceptive work contains more self-references in comparison to his truthful and
his peers’ work.

Our assumption that there are not only more but also longer direct quotations in Rame-
sar’s deceptive work is also based on research in the realm of social psychology. Markowitz
and Hancock (2014), for example, investigated the writings of Diederik Stapel, a prolific
Dutch social psychologist who produced over one hundred and twenty papers of which
fifty-five were based on fraudulent data. Deceivers, Markowitz and Hancock hypothesized,
“have difficulty approximating the appropriate frequency of linguistic dimensions for a
given genre,” (2014, 1), based on research regarding fake hotel reviews, online dating
profiles and statements from corporate CEO’s (Ott et al. 2011; Toma and Hancock 2012;
Larcker and Zakolyukina 2012). Subsequently, they found that Diederik Stapel, in compari-
son to his genuine work, dedicated more words to methods, investigations and the impor-
tance of findings in his fraudulent work while devoting less to hedging the empirical
results. Deceivers, in other words, subconsciously exaggerate or understate genre charac-
teristics. Thus, deceit is genre-sensitive; it produces different linguistic patterns in different
genres depending on genre conventions besides psychological aspects of the lie (Marko-
witz and Hancock 2016).

In journalism, the discourse is aimed at persuading the public of the truthfulness of its
accounts (Broersma 2013). Direct speech is considered to be one of the least subjective
forms of speech presentation; it suggests that a source uttered these words exactly as pre-
sented in the text (Sanders and Redeker 1993). Therefore, direct quotes are associated with
authenticity. They function as “‘grounding’ devices: they affirm the presence of the repor-
ter at the news situation and his or her trustworthiness in representing the news source
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material” (Vis, Sanders, and Spooren 2015, 170). Thus, making use of more and longer
direct quotations in untrustworthy news stories helps to convince readers and editors
(unjustly) of the text’s truthfulness. The same can be said of embedded quote phenomena
(Q), which are typical for journalistic writing (Semino and Short 2004). Q refers to smaller
quotes within a longer sentence, which are “usually [used] to suggest veracity and imme-
diacy” (Semino, Short, and Culpeper 1997). Thus, Q is another way to over-emphasize a
text’s genuineness. Accordingly, we hypothesize:

H5: Ramesar’s deceitful work contains more Q than his truthful work and his peers’ work.

In addition to speech presentation of Ramesar’s sources, we investigated another lin-
guistic category, again drawing on psychological research. According to Hauch et al.
(2015), psychologists have always expressed a special interest in the detection of decep-
tion, and some scholars studied linguistic cues including the use of negation words (such
as “no”, “not” and “never”) as a possible indicator for deception. Investigating the matter
from an emotional approach point of view, Hauch et al. (2015) found that deceivers
produce slightly more negative utterances than truth-tellers. The rationale they offered
is that deceivers (proactively) strike a more defensive tone and/or deny wrongdoing.
Their findings align with DePaulo et al. (2003), who found a significant effect for negative
statements. Van Swol, Braun, and Malhotra (2012), on the other hand, speculated that
deceivers use more negation terms “to distance themselves from their deception and
reduce commitment to the deceptive message” (82) but found no evidence to support
the claim. It should be noted that most research in this area is based on speech rather
than written work, with the exception of Markowitz and Hancock (2014), who did not
find more negations in Stapel’s fraudulent scientific work. One of their explanations for
this is that written accounts and in particular scientific texts, unlike spoken language,
are highly edited. Based on these and additional, related studies, Van Swol, Braun, and Mal-
hotra (2012) concluded that evidence on whether the use of negation words is a valid indi-
cator of deception remains inconclusive. The case of Perdiep Ramesar provides a valuable
opportunity to clarify this matter. Therefore, we hypothesize:

H6: Ramesar uses more negation words in his deceitful articles compared to his truthful work
and his peers’ work.

Method

We conducted a quantitative content analysis comparing Ramesar’s deceptive news
articles with two same-sized sets of reliable articles. The deceptive corpus consisted of
the 126 articles (number of words: M = 770.71; SD = 558.25), which Trouw has removed
from the archives but still makes available for scientific research through its website
(Ramesar 2015). In order to match each of these individual articles with a comparable
article written by one of Ramesar’s peers, we searched via LexisNexis in other Dutch news-
papers for comparable news items, that is, with corresponding subjects, word counts and
publication dates, thus compiling a second corpus (words: M = 629.89; SD = 436.21). The
aim was to keep as many textual properties equal as possible. In particular, we aimed to
control for subject because Lasorsa and Dai (2007a) suggest that topic is somehow associ-
ated with deceit. The same can be said of length, which is a feature of genre. News articles,
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for example, are usually short and typically do not introduce sources while feature articles
do (Van Krieken, Sanders, and Hoeken 2015). As a consequence, features are longer, which
is why the in-house Trouw investigation focussed on Ramesar’s longer feature articles
rather than his shorter news articles (Myjer and Smit 2014). Because the use of particular
linguistic features may be a matter of personal style rather than deceit, we compiled a
third corpus consisting of 126 articles with verifiable sources from Ramesar himself
(words: M = 699.12; SD = 539.33). A univariate variance analysis of corpus type on text
length (number of words) revealed that there was no significant difference in text
length between corpora (F(2, 375) = 2.37, p = .10). It is worth noting that the reliability of
Ramesar’s truthful articles has been established by Trouw in the wake of Ramesar’s
demise while the reliability of his peers’ articles is assumed; no additional tests were per-
formed. Therefore, it is not impossible that the second corpus contains deceitful articles.

Data were partially obtained through automatic coding, in particular through LIWC (Lin-
guistic Inquiry and Word Count), a computer software that counts word frequencies by
comparing words to lists of words or dictionaries in meaningful categories, e.g., sports,
or food (Pennebaker et al. 2015). Grammatical categories such as pronouns are also
listed. Therefore, we were able to not only automatically count the number of words in
each text (N = 378) but also instances of self-reference by counting frequencies of first-
person pronouns (“I”, “me” and “my”). As the journalistic discourse requires disinterested-
ness, journalists avoid to refer to themselves in their texts. Therefore, we could safely
assume that these first-person pronouns referred to sources referring to themselves.

Although LIWC has great advantages, it also has its limitations. The software for
instance counts words regardless of context. LIWC consequently cannot distinguish
between quoted words and the journalist’s own words, nor does it recognize a double
negation as a positive statement; instead, the software will count two negative statements.
Therefore, all other variables were coded manually.

A code book for manual coding was developed prior to analysis. As the unit of analysis
was the news article, for each variable the number of occurrences per article was counted.
For the variables direct and embedded quotations (Q), we additionally counted the number
of words contained in each quote. Manually coded variables were defined as follows.

No. of sources. Sources are defined as references to individuals or institutions as the
origin of particular information in the text, regardless of how that information was pre-
sented, i.e., through direct or indirect quotations or as summarized by the journalist. An
example of the latter is the statement, “The police is concerned about crime rates”, in
which the origin of the information apparently is the police, even though they were not
quoted as such. Each individual or institution was coded as a source only once, regardless
of the number of times they were referenced in an article.

No. of secondary definers. Primary definers or elite sources are representatives of govern-
ments, large corporations or other elite organizations, or they can be celebrities in their
own right. Examples are politicians, spokespersons for companies or NGO’s, pop stars et
cetera. By contrast, a source can be classified as secondary definer if they do not represent
an institution, company or organization. Secondary definers are authoritative with respect
to their private lives and situations (Atton and Wickenden 2005) but they are not public
figures, and as a result unknown to the average news reader.

No. of stereotyped sources. A source was classified as stereotyped if described using an
adjective that refers to characteristics associated with a specific social group. The use of
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adjectives, as detailed above, is typically associated with stereotyping (Semin and Fiedler
1988; Maass et al. 1995; Wigboldus, Semin, and Spears 2000). Stereotyping characteristics
may refer to occupation, nationality, descent (region within a country or larger than a
country, e.g., Middle East), socio-economic status, gender, ethnicity, religion, or sexual pre-
ference. More specifically, sources were coded as stereotyped if stereotyping character-
istics were assigned to them using either

(i) an adjective that directly relates to the subject/topic (e.g., “the Chinese doctor” or “the
female doctor”), or

(ii) an adjective that relates to the subject/topic when used in combination with the
auxiliary verb “to be” (e.g., “the doctor is Chinese” or “the doctor is female”).

Following Semin and Fiedler (1988, 559) nouns that function as predicate (e.g., the noun
“woman” in the sentence “The Chinese doctor is a woman”) may be considered an adjec-
tival case, accordingly, we also included

(iii) a noun in the position as predicate (also in combination with a form of the auxiliary
verb “to be”).

Each description was counted separately, so “the Chinese doctor is kind” would count
as two descriptions.

References to ethnicity. References to descent, that is the country of descent, a region
within a country (province or city) or a region larger than a country (part of the world,
e.g., continent), and/or a source’s race or ethnicity were coded as well.

Direct quotes. If a source was cited through words and structures that apparently were
literally uttered as such, it was counted as a direct quote. Direct quotes are typically sur-
rounded by quotation marks and accompanied by a reportive clause (e.g.,: “The police
officer said: “… ””), but sometimes one of these characteristics is absent. In that case,
the coder decided on the basis of grammatical structure and context whether or not a
direct quote was present. Also, the number of words of each identified direct quote
was counted.

Embedded quotes. If a journalist paraphrased a source’s words but placed one or several
words between quotation marks to indicate that these were literally uttered, this counted
as an embedded quote or Q. However, sometimes quotation marks are used to signal irony
or other forms of non-literal language use. In that case, the coder decided, based on the
context, whether or not the words between the quotation marks should be coded as an
embedded quote. In contrast to direct quotes, embedded quotes are always part of a
larger utterance, which represents as a whole the source’s quotation. This definition
entails that embedded quotes are part of indirect speech in almost every case.

Also, the number of words of each identified embedded quote was counted.
Negation terms. This lexical category consists of words that transform the associated

word or group of words into a negative. Typical negation terms are “not”, “no”, “never”,
or “not at all” (in Dutch: “niet”, “geen”, “nooit”, “allerminst”). Negation terms were coded
for the entire text (i.e., including quotes), and were only coded if a statement included a
single negation, not in the case of a double negation.
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Lastly, we counted the number of words per article and calculated percentages to
compute the variables % words direct quotes, % words embedded quotes, % self-references,
and % negation terms per article. A test of intercoder reliability was performed, coding
13.5% of news items by a second coder. Samples were taken without prior consideration
(17 per corpus). Using Krippendorff’s alpha, the observed level of agreement ranged from
.79 for the number of words in embedded quotes, .89 for negations (number per article),
.90 on number of sources per article, .98 for references to ethnicity/race per article and .99
for the number of words in direct quotes. On average, the intercoder reliability was .91.

Results

As the data were skewed (not normally distributed), a series of Kruskal–Wallis omnibus
tests was conducted to evaluate differences among the three corpora in terms of the
specified text characteristics. Means, standard deviations and test results are presented
in Table 1. The omnibus tests provided H-values, which are presented if reaching the sig-
nificance threshold p < .05. Effect sizes were calculated as Epsilon squared or E2-values, as
recommended for the non-parametric Kruskal–Wallis test (Tomczak and Tomczak 2014). Z-
values are from post hoc pairwise comparisons using the Dunn-Bonferroni post hoc pro-
cedure (Seaman, Levin, and Serlin 1991).

A first Kruskal–Wallis test followed by pairwise comparisons (Dunn’s test) showed that
Ramesar’s deceitful articles (M = 3.87, SD = 3.24) contained more sources than Ramesar’s
reliable articles (M = 2.95, SD = 1.94). However, Ramesar’s deceptive work did not
contain significantly more sources than other journalists’ work (M = 3.68, SD = 2.54); in
fact the averages hardly differ. The difference between the reliable articles by Ramesar
and the other journalists was only marginally significant (Kruskal–Wallis omnibus test: H
(2) = 8.98, p < .05). We therefore reject H1.

A second Kruskal–Wallis test followed by pairwise comparisons (Dunn’s test) showed
that, in line with H2, Ramesar’s deceitful articles more often relied on secondary
definers (M = 2.18, SD = 1.57) than his truthful articles (M = 0.56, SD = 0.84) as well as
articles written by other journalists (M = 1.04, SD = 1.67; H(2) = 91.26, p < .001).

A third Kruskal–Wallis test followed by pairwise comparisons (Dunn’s test) found that, in
line with H3, Ramesar’s deceitful articles described sources more stereotypically (M = 1.46,
SD = 1.54) than his truthful articles (M = 0.31, SD = 0.90) as well as articles written by other
journalists (M = 0.18, SD = 0.70; H(2) = 91.26, p < .001). In line with our expectations, the test
finds no differences between Ramesar’s truthful articles and articles by other journalists.
Another Kruskal–Wallis test showed that Ramesar’s deceitful articles contained signifi-
cantly more references to ethnicity (M = 3.88, SD = 4.60) than his truthful articles (M =
0.94, SD = 2.08) as well as articles written by his peers (M = 0.96, SD = 2.42; H(2) = 94.97,
p < .001). Also in line with our expectations, the test finds no differences between Rame-
sar’s truthful articles and articles by other journalists.

We furthermore postulated that Ramesar’s deceptive articles contain more (H4a) and
longer (H4b) direct quotes than his reliable articles as well as articles by other journalists,
and more examples of self-reference (H4c). When looking at the number of direct quotes
per article (H4a), we found that Ramesar used significantly more direct quotes in his
deceptive articles (M = 7.81, SD = 4.79) than in his reliable articles (M = 4.27, SD = 4.29) as
well as articles by reliable journalists (M = 7.33, SD = 7.45). The results therefore support
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Table 1. Means (standard deviations) of text characteristics and z-values for post hoc pairwise comparisons between the corpora of Ramesar’s deceptive articles
(N = 126), his reliable articles (N = 126), and articles by other journalists (N = 126).

Deceptive journalist—Journalist when reliable Deceptive journalist—others Journalist when reliable—others

M (SD) Test result M (SD) Test result M (SD) Test result
H1
No. of Sources
H(2) = 8.98,
p = .011 (E2 = .02)

3.87 (3.24) – 2.95 (1.94) z = 2.90,
p = .011

3.87 (3.24) −3.68 (2.54) z < 1 2.95 (1.94) – 3.68 (2.54) z = 2.14,
p = .097

H2
No. of secondary Srcs
H(2) = 91.26***
(E2 = .24)

2.18 (1.57) – 0.56 (0.84) z = 8.91*** 2.18 (1.57) – 1.04 (1.67) z = 7.38*** 0.56 (0.84) – 1.04 (1.67) z = 1.52,
p = .382

H3
No. of Stereotype Srcs H(2) = 91.26***
(E2 = .24)

1.46 (1.54) – 0.31 (0.90) z = 8.35*** 1.46 (1.54) – 0.18 (0.70) z = 9.64*** 0.31 (0.90) – 0.18 (0.70) z < 1

(H3)
Reference to ethnicity H(2) = 94.97***
(E2 = .25)

3.88 (4.60) – 0.94 (2.08) z = 7.92*** 3.88 (4.60) – 0.96 (2.42) z = 8.85*** 0.94 (2.08) – 0.96 (2.42) z < 1

H4a
No. of direct quotes
H(2) = 33.80***
(E2 = .09)

7.48 (4.79) −4.27 (4.29) z = 5.64*** 7.48 (4.79) – 7.33 (7.45) z = 1.57,
p = .351

4.27 (4.29) – 7.33 (7.45) z = 4.08***

H4b
% words direct quotes
H(2) = 56.90***
(E2 = .15)

40.73 (22.26) – 24.54 (22.99) z = 6.02*** 40.73 (22.26) – 21.36 (16.27) z = 6.93*** 24.54 (22.99) – 21.36 (16.27) z < 1

H4c
% self-references
H(2) = 100.01***
(E2 = .27)

2.57 (2.28) – 0.52 (0.93) z = 9.76*** 2.57 (2.28) – 0.87 (1.10) z = 6.79*** 0.52 (0.93) – 0.87 (1.10) z = 2.97,
p = .009

H5
No. Q (emb. quotes)
H(2) = 23.01***
(E2 = .06)

3.25 (2.87) – 1.96 (2.50) z = 4.33*** 3.25 (2.87) – 2.16 (2.62) z = 3.95*** 1.96 (2.50) – 2.16 (2.62) z < 1

(H5)
% words Q
H(2) = 18.96***
(E2 = .05)

1.69 (2.67) – 1.19 (1.73) z = 2.06,
p = .119

1.69 (2.67) – 0.97 (1.17) z = 4.35*** 1.19 (1.73) – 0.97 (1.17) z = 2.25,
p = .073

H6
% negation terms
H(2) = 52.26***
(E2 = .14)

1.75 (0.74) – 1.15 (0.56) z = 6.66*** 1.75 (0.74) – 1.22 (0.68) z = 5.77*** 1.15 (0.56) – 1.22 (0.68) z < 1

Notes: H-values result from Kruskal–Wallis omnibus tests, with E2 effect sizes. The numbers of corresponding hypotheses are preceded by “H”.
***p < .001.
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H4a. As the number of direct quotations may be a function of article length (Dalecki,
Lasorsa, and Lewis 2009), we also calculated the number of words in direct quotations
in proportion to the total number of words per article. Confirming H4b, we found that
Ramesar’s deceptive articles contained a higher percentage of words in direct quotes
(M = 40.73, SD = 22.26) in comparison to his reliable articles (M = 24.54, SD = 22.99) as
well as articles by other journalists (M = 21.36, SD = 16.27, H(2) = 56.90, p < .001). By con-
trast, we found no differences between Ramesar’s truthful articles and articles by other
journalists. In line with H4c, we also found that Ramesar’s deceptive articles contain
more examples of self-reference (M = 2.57, SD = 2.28) compared to his reliable articles
(M = 0.52, SD = 0.93) and articles by other journalists (M = 0.87, SD = 1.10, H(2) = 100.02,
p < .001). However, contrary to expectation, we also found significant differences
between Ramesar’s truthful articles and the articles of other journalists in this respect.

Another Kruskal–Wallis test followed by pairwise comparisons (Dunn’s test) showed
that, in line with H5, Ramesar’s deceitful work contains more Q (M = 3.25, SD = 2.87) in
comparison to his truthful (M = 1.96, SD = 2.50) and his peers’ work (M = 2.16, SD = 2.62;
H(2) = 23.01, p < .001). Once more we found no differences between Ramesar’s truthful
articles and articles by other journalists, supporting our claim that the overuse of Q may
indicate deceitful journalism. However, when looking at the percentage of words in
embedded quotes per article, we found only significant differences between Ramesar’s
deceptive articles (M = 1.69, SD = 2.67) and articles by his colleagues (M = 0.97, SD =
1.17), not between his truthful and deceptive work.

Finally, H6 predicted that Ramesar’s deceitful news articles would contain more nega-
tion terms. Another Kruskal–Wallis test followed by pairwise comparisons (Dunn’s test)
showed that, in line with H6, Ramesar’s deceitful work contained a higher number of nega-
tion terms (M = 1.75, SD = 0.74) than his truthful work (M = 1.15, SD = 0.56) and his col-
leagues’ work (M = 1.22, SD = 0.68; H(2) = 23.01, p < .001). Ramesar’s reliable work did
not contain more negation terms than the other journalists’ work.

Discussion

The goal of this paper was to further our understanding of deceptive journalism and how it
may be recognized through content analysis. Earlier research in the area, most promi-
nently by Lasorsa and Dai (2007a, 2007b), suggested that source use (number of
sources and source type) and particular linguistic features associated with source presen-
tation could serve as indicators of deception. By analysing and comparing deceptive as
well as truthful work by Dutch journalist Perdiep Ramesar and work by his peers, we
hoped to be able to make a contribution towards the detection of journalistic deception.

Deceptive journalists tend to introduce more sources than truthful journalists, we
hypothesized, but this was only partly true in the case of Perdiep Ramesar, who included
more sources in his deceptive than in his truthful work but not more than other journalists
do. In fact, Ramesar’s reliable articles were marked by a lower number of sources. From
this, it follows that Ramesar did not reach the average number of sources unless he was
deceiving, underlining once more that his sourcing routines were below par.1 Other
results did support our hypotheses. The deceitful Ramesar introduced more secondary
definers whom he described in more stereotypical ways, referring to their ethnicity
more often, and establishing them via more and longer direct quotations in comparison
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to truthful work. His deceitful news articles also contained higher frequencies of self-refer-
ence, of Q (embedded quote phenomena), and of negation terms.

Implications of the Study

We will first elaborate on our findings before drawing some general conclusions with
respect to the detection of journalistic deceit. As an inner-city reporter, Perdiep
Ramesar depended on secondary definers more than his peers. Yet, he introduced even
more secondary definers when deceiving, confirming that the use of secondary definers
may indicate deceit. We also found that Ramesar had a tendency to rely on more and
longer direct quotations when establishing these, as we now know, fake sources. From
this, it follows that an abundance of direct quotations may also serve as an indication
of deceit. Clearly, many well-sourced and verifiable news stories rely on long direct quota-
tions, an efficacious literary technique that makes news stories more readable (Dalecki,
Lasorsa, and Lewis 2009). Yet, as our research indicates, these techniques may be bor-
rowed, consciously or subconsciously, by deceitful journalists who resort to “fiction,” as
Lemann (The New Yorker, March 15, 2004) puts it, conveniently suggesting (falsely) the
reporter’s presence at the news scene at the same time.

Lemann furthermore raised a valid point when he noted that “most of the journalism
scandals involve a certain type of story, a vivid feature from an exotic location,”
whereby exotic not only refers to far-away countries but also to inner cities or any place
where people reside who can offer readers the spectacle of a world they do not know.
As these inner-city dwellers often belong to minorities, they are prone to being stereo-
typed, that is, represented not as individuals but as exponents of the social group to
which they belong. Consequently, they are attributed characteristics generally associated
with their respective group. A deceptive journalist, then, whose writing is not based on
personal observation and interaction with actual individuals but on his imagination of
fictional characters, is even more likely to resort to stereotyping than a truthful journalist
who locates, observes and interacts with secondary definers or non-elite sources (cf
Lasorsa and Dai 2007b; Maass et al. 1995; Wigboldus, Semin, and Spears 2000). In short,
the relationship between stereotyping and deceitful journalism is more complex than
the international datelines in American examples investigated by Lasorsa and Dai
(2007a, 2007b) suggest.

Besides sourcing, this study examined several linguistic categories that could serve as
cues for deception. With regards to the frequency of Q (embedded quote phenomena), we
found significant differences between Ramesar’s deceitful work and his truthful work as
well as work by his peers. Looking at the proportion of words in Q, we only found signifi-
cant differences between Ramesar’s deceptive articles and the work of his peers, but not in
comparison to the other corpora. In this study, Q length does therefore not serve as a clear
indicator of journalistic fraud, something we could have anticipated. Direct quotations
may comprise of multiple sentences, and can theoretically seize a whole article while Q,
by definition, is shorter than one sentence.

Another variable we examined is self-reference, a linguistic category that indirectly sus-
tains two other variables in this study, namely secondary definers or non-elite sources and
direct quotations. As noted earlier, secondary definers or non-elite sources generally speak
about their personal experiences and therefore refer to themselves more often. If these
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sources are established via direct quotations, we can expect to find evenmore examples of
self-reference, as the results indeed indicate. However, Ramesar also used more self-refer-
ence in his truthful articles, suggesting this may be a matter of personal style. Yet, because
the truthful Ramesar relied on non-elite sources more than his peers it may also be a func-
tion of source type.

Finally, we found that the deceitful Ramesar used more negation terms than the truth-
ful Ramesar and his peers. Negation terms piqued our interest as a linguistic category that
could signal deceit because psychological research based on spoken word suggested that
deceivers use slightly more negative words. These findings contradicted Markowitz and
Hancock (2014), who did not find more negation terms in the written work by social psy-
chologist Diederik Stapel, a fact they ascribed to the highly edited nature of scientific texts.
Journalistic articles are highly edited too, and yet our findings align with research based on
spoken word rather than Markowitz and Hancock’s study (2014) regarding scientific texts.
A possible explanation for this is that journalistic products, unlike scientific work, may
introduce conversational speech, i.e., utterances by primary or secondary definers.
Another possible explanation is that scientific work, unlike journalism, primarily centres
on describing what is instead of what is not.

Limitations and Future Research

Before discussing this study’s practical implications, we would like to address some of its
limitations and point out more options for further research. A first limitation concerns the
intercoder reliability. The samples the second coder used were not selected randomly.
Chronological or author’s bias therefore cannot be ruled out but is not to be expected
either given the type of variables concerned. Another limitation is that this study did
not make distinctions between words that are (presumably) based on speech as uttered
by a source and words that are part of the narration. Based on the current results, there-
fore, we cannot determine whether the use of negation terms in Ramesar’s deceitful work
is a function of speech presentation or something else. This is also relevant because this
study’s results, as we discussed above, aligned with prior research on deceit in spoken
word rather than Markowitz and Hancock’s study on Stapel’s scientific texts. Therefore,
further research is needed to clarify the role that medium (spoken versus written
words) plays in deceit.

Another possible avenue for future research is to consider the role journalistic routines
and distance play in deceitful journalism. As earlier research indicated, distance poses a
key factor in deceitful journalism, but, as this study found, it does not necessarily
involve the crossing of national borders. It is possible, in other words, that the absence
of physical proximity not only concerns the source-journalist relation but also the relation-
ship between journalist and media organization. As it is, Ramesar had one thing in
common with the international reporters Lasorsa and Dai (2007a; 2007b) examined,
which is that he was away from his desk most of the time (Myjer and Smit 2014). Although
journalism routines were not within the scope of this study, we cannot help but note that
Ramesar was therefore subjected less to peer pressure and procedures aimed at produ-
cing news in line with professional norms than colleagues who worked from the news-
room on a daily basis. Since Ramesar declined to explain his behaviour, we can only
speculate what his motives were or what role production circumstances played in his
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deceit but it appears to be easier to deceive when not working under the watchful eye of
co-workers and superiors. We therefore also recommend further research in this area.

Further research could also concentrate on the role that genre plays in deceit. As
detailed above, Markowitz and Hancock (2014) found that deceivers may subconsciously
exaggerate or understate genre characteristics. Thus, deceit is genre-sensitive, producing
different linguistic patterns dependent on particular genre conventions (Markowitz and
Hancock 2016). Our research indeed appears to confirm that deceit produces particular
patterns related to genre conventions, not only at the level of the discourse but also at
word level. This raises the question whether there are other discursive and/or linguistic
categories pertinent to journalistic deceit. Perhaps adjectives deserve some further
probing in this respect. As it is, the convention prescribes that, in order to underline the
disinterestedness of the news, journalists refrain from utilizing adjectives that may
convey a subjective stance (consider in this respect the difference between “the blue
house” and “the beautiful house”). It is conceivable, therefore, that deceiving journalists
exaggerate or understate this convention in their deceptive work.

Because deceit is genre-sensitive, particular words may furthermore indicate deceit in
one genre but not in another. This may explain mixed results in previous deceit research.
Expressions of deceit, however, are not only determined by genre conventions but also by
idiosyncrasies on the part of the journalist, as our multi-corpora approach indicated (see
for instance Ramesar’s habit to under-source, and his use of self-reference).

Practical Implications

Ideally, journalistic deception in any shape or form would be detectable through auto-
mation, for instance through software like Turnitin (Debora et al. 2013), which is appro-
priated in university settings to detect plagiarism but not yet customarily in the
newsroom. However, plagiarism and the presentation of fictional sources are two
different forms of deception, whereby the former is easier to detect through automation
than the latter. A plagiarism tool compares a submitted text to already published texts
while most variables identified as possible indicators of source fabrication so far have to
be interpreted in context, making it difficult to apply existing software. Investigations
regarding practical applications, therefore, could be aimed at finding new ways to
perform automated content analyses. One perceivable example is the development of
an application that not only checks for plagiarism but also compares named sources
with a database of possible sources, running names through search engines, social
media and the phone book. If combined with an analysis of a journalist’s work in compari-
son to comparable work by peers as well as work by the same author that is manually
verified (in order to control for idiosyncrasies on the part of the journalist), this could be
a powerful tool.

In the meantime, our findings may serve as an informal guide in the editorial room for
individual cases. Indeed, it seems fair to say that Ramesar would have been exposed earlier
if his editors had taken Lasorsa and Dai’s (2007a) advice to pay more attention to stories
with hard-to-trace secondary definers to heart. We can add safely that special attention is
due when these sources are described in stereotypical ways and established through long
and/or frequent direct quotations. An abundance of Q and/or negation words may also be
reason for concern.
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Note

1. Ramesar was reprimanded on several occasions by his superiors for not introducing enough
sources and for introducing too many anonymous sources (Myjer and Smit 2014).
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