


Yes, lying usually imposes higher cognitive load on working memory and executive control
than truthful communication.

1. Introduction

Across behavioral, electrophysiological, neuroimaging, developmental, and meta-analytic literatures, the answer is yes: lying
generally demands more working memory, inhibition, monitoring, and task-switching than telling the truth. The strongest direct
support comes from a large meta-analysis of 114 deception RT studies showing a large lie–truth latency difference (d = 1.049),
which the authors interpret as evidence for higher cognitive cost during lying (Suchotzki et al., 2017). A meta-analysis of ERP
studies likewise found more negative N2 and MFN during deception than truth-telling, consistent with greater cognitive control
demands (Sai et al., 2023). A neuroimaging meta-analysis found deception-related activation in dorsolateral prefrontal and parietal
regions selectively associated with working memory, with additional frontal and cingulate regions linked to multiple executive-
control functions (Christ et al., 2009).

Experimental studies align with that pattern. Lying produces slower and less accurate responses than truth-telling under
manipulated working-memory load (Vartanian et al., 2013), and dual-task studies show narrative lies slow secondary-task
responses and increase omissions, indicating higher ongoing load during deception (Bird et al., 2019). ERP work further shows that
lying requires keeping the truth active while monitoring and inhibiting it, giving deception a “dual-task character” (Suchotzki et al.,
2015). At the same time, the literature is not absolute: the size of the load effect varies by lie type, practice, task design, and load
level, and very high imposed load can also degrade truthful performance (Visu-Petra et al., 2013; Sánchez et al., 2020; Verschuere
et al., 2018).

Does maintaining a deception or lying impose a significantly higher continuous cognitive load on working memory and
executive functioning than truthful communication?
Requires at least 5 papers that directly answer your question. Try adjusting your query to find more papers.

FIGURE 1  Research consensus on deception and cognitive load

The consensus is strong but not unconditional. Lying usually costs more than truth-telling, but “continuous” load is most clearly
shown in tasks that require maintaining consistency across time, updating responses, or managing concurrent demands rather than
in every possible deceptive act (Visu-Petra et al., 2013; Bird et al., 2019; Schnuerch et al., 2024).

2. Methods

The search ran over more than 170 million research papers indexed in Consensus, drawing from Semantic Scholar, PubMed, and
other sources. The workflow identified 3,810,66 papers in the initial search, expanded through targeted re-queries and citation
crawling, screened 250 machine-filtered candidates, judged 179 papers eligible after deduplication and relevance filtering, and
included the top 50 most relevant papers for synthesis.

Search Strategy

26.7M

Retrieved

23 searches

1 citation graph use

All papers retrieved from 23 searches and 1
citation graph use.

2.3K

Eligible

Papers meeting relevance and quality criteria,
after deduplication

50

Included

Top papers selected to be included in the final
analysis

FIGURE 2  Paper identification and screening flow
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The strategy combined direct deception queries with searches on working memory, executive control, dual-task interference,
critiques, and neurophysiological mechanisms.

3. Results

3.1 Key Papers

Three papers anchor the corpus because they synthesize broad literatures and directly test the core mechanisms of deception. The
reaction-time meta-analysis establishes the most robust behavioral effect, the neuroimaging meta-analysis maps deception onto
executive-control circuitry, and the ERP meta-analysis confirms elevated cognitive control signals during deception (Suchotzki et
al., 2017; Christ et al., 2009; Sai et al., 2023).

Paper Summary

(Liu et al., 2017) Large lie–truth RT cost across 114 studies (Suchotzki et al., 2017)

(Christ et al., 2009) Deception recruits working-memory-linked PFC networks (Christ et al., 2009)

(Jiang et al., 2025) ERP meta-analysis shows greater control in lying (Sai et al., 2023)

FIGURE 3  Foundational papers anchoring this deception literature

3.2 Behavioral Findings

Behavioral studies consistently show that deceptive responses are slower than truthful ones, and often less accurate, indicating
added executive demand (Johnson et al., 2003; Vartanian et al., 2013; Suchotzki et al., 2015). Long-term response monitoring
makes deceptive RTs even slower, suggesting that maintaining a lie over time increases processing demands beyond a one-off
false response (Johnson et al., 2003).

Working-memory capacity moderates who can lie efficiently. Higher-WM individuals are less disrupted by added load, whereas
low-WM individuals’ lies become easier to detect and their access to the truth worsens under high load (Maldonado et al., 2018). In
children, better verbal working memory predicts more successful lie maintenance and semantic leakage control, again implying
that deception draws on active working-memory resources rather than bypassing them (Alloway et al., 2015; Prodan et al., 2023).

3.3 Executive Components

Dimension Truth-Telling Lying Citations

Working memory Lower maintenance
demand

Truth must stay active while lie is
built

(Suchotzki et al., 2015)

Inhibition Minimal truth
suppression

Honest response must be
suppressed

(Vartanian et al., 2013; Proverbio et al.,
2013)

Task switching Less set shifting Alternate between truth and lie
sets

(Visu-Petra et al., 2013)

Monitoring Lower consistency
burden

Check plausibility and
consistency

(Bird et al., 2019; Johnson et al., 2007)
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Dimension Truth-Telling Lying Citations

Accuracy under
load

More preserved More error-prone (Vartanian et al., 2013; Suchotzki et al.,
2015)

FIGURE 4  Executive-function contrasts between truth and deception

The clearest mechanistic account is that liars must hold the truth in mind, inhibit it, generate an alternative, and monitor
consistency. That combination matches standard executive-function architecture centered on working memory, inhibition, and
cognitive flexibility (Diamond, 2012; Visu-Petra et al., 2013; Suchotzki et al., 2015).

3.4 Boundary Conditions

The literature also shows important limits. Deception is not uniformly more demanding in every context: practice can reduce
apparent load, and some studies question whether all deception effects reflect pure cognitive complexity rather than mixed
contributions from emotion or task structure (Visu-Petra et al., 2013; Suchotzki et al., 2017). Imposing an extra load on top of the
task does not reliably widen lie–truth differences; a meta-analysis of 21 studies found that added load slightly reduced
discrimination by slowing truthful responses too (Verschuere et al., 2018).

Lie type also matters. Simple false denials appear less demanding than fabrication or mixed strategies, whereas more complex lies
produce larger memory disruptions and stronger signs of resource consumption (Battista et al., 2021; Otgaar & Baker, 2018).
Recent EEG and narrative work suggests the load can persist into preparatory and sustained phases, but effects may diminish with
time on task or differ by event frequency and paradigm structure (Bird et al., 2019; Schnuerch et al., 2024).

Results Timeline

FIGURE 5  Deception research timeline, larger markers indicate more citations

Early studies established slower RTs and conflict signatures for lying, mid-period work consolidated executive-control and
working-memory mechanisms, and recent studies have focused on moderators such as lie type, practice, and individual
differences (Johnson et al., 2003; Christ et al., 2009; Sai et al., 2023).
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Type Name Papers
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Author George Visu-Petra [0528cd5366f75361b310bda73bf033a1][8ded5cb807595bd29dee328e2490d2cb]
[ec8bceece9805f5d98582d1dad5da948]

Journal Applied Cognitive
Psychology

[0528cd5366f75361b310bda73bf033a1][63b8805ca66f5acea47db4b04dea2049]
[25ff7a3301fb5f719e98086ba523545c]

Journal Frontiers in
Psychology

[8ded5cb807595bd29dee328e2490d2cb][bdae36424ee45798985b1c976aef5a50]
[11eba0ea7e235e7b8dc6681f18eb2d77][c8b1d91e959657e9948bc7f3d9be65d5]

Journal Journal of
Experimental Child
Psychology

[4444a618453a5c2dab77623b6b78cde0][ec8bceece9805f5d98582d1dad5da948]
[33c993b9f5e95a9ea45b2aa7ffba0416]

FIGURE 6  Authors and journals most frequent in corpus

4. Discussion

The core claim is well supported because it replicates across multiple methods. Behavioral studies show slower and often less
accurate deceptive responding (Suchotzki et al., 2017; Suchotzki et al., 2015). ERP studies show enhanced anticipatory and
control-related signals during lying (Suchotzki et al., 2015; Schnuerch et al., 2024). Neuroimaging links deception to dorsolateral
prefrontal, inferior frontal, anterior cingulate, and parietal systems involved in working memory, inhibition, and conflict monitoring
(Christ et al., 2009; Nuñez et al., 2005).

The evidence is weaker for the stronger phrase “continuous cognitive load” if that means a stable, always-on burden in natural
conversation. Some studies directly support sustained or preparatory load during ongoing deception, including slower dual-task
performance during narrative lies and cue-period preparation effects before deceptive responses (Bird et al., 2019; Schnuerch et
al., 2024). But effects can attenuate with time, and very high imposed load can blur lie–truth differences by harming truth-tellers
too (Bird et al., 2019; Sánchez et al., 2020; Verschuere et al., 2018).

Another limitation is ecological validity. Many paradigms use instructed lies, brief yes/no responses, or mock-crime setups rather
than real interpersonal deception. The field increasingly recognizes that frequent liars, practiced lies, emotional stakes, and self-
deception may alter which side—truth or lie—requires more control in a given context (Sai et al., 2023; Visu-Petra et al., 2013; Jian
et al., 2019).

Claim
Evidence
Strength Reasoning Papers

Lying usually takes more
cognitive effort than truth-
telling

Strong

Supported by behavioral meta-analysis
and convergent neurocognitive
evidence

(Suchotzki et al., 2017; Christ
et al., 2009; Sai et al., 2023)

Working memory is a central
component of deception

Strong

WM-linked brain regions, dual-task
effects, and individual-differences
findings converge

(Christ et al., 2009; Liu et al.,
2017; Lo & Tseng, 2018)

Inhibition and task switching
contribute to lie maintenance

Moderate

Multiple experiments support these
processes, though effect sizes vary by
task

(Vartanian et al., 2013; Visu-
Petra et al., 2013; O’Connor et
al., 2020)

4 / 7

https://consensus.app/?utm_source=consensus_pdf_export
https://consensus.app/?utm_source=consensus_pdf_export
https://consensus.app/?utm_source=consensus_pdf_export
https://consensus.app/?utm_source=consensus_pdf_export


Claim
Evidence
Strength Reasoning Papers

More complex lies impose
more sustained load than
simple denials

Moderate

Supported by several task comparisons
and memory-disruption studies

(Battista et al., 2021; Li et al.,
2022; Otgaar & Baker, 2018)

Imposing extra load improves
lie detection

Weak

Meta-analysis found no improvement
and slight worsening overall

(Verschuere et al., 2018)

FIGURE 7  Key claims and evidence across included studies

5. Conclusion

The literature supports a clear overall answer: compared with truthful communication, lying generally recruits more working
memory and executive control. That conclusion is strongest for instructed deception, lie maintenance, fabrication, and tasks
requiring rapid response selection, updating, and consistency monitoring (Suchotzki et al., 2017; Christ et al., 2009; Sai et al.,
2023).

Research Gaps

The biggest remaining gaps concern ecological validity, sustained real-world deception, and individual differences in practiced or
habitual liars. The field also needs clearer separation of working-memory load from emotional arousal and from the demands of
following experimental instructions.

Topic/Outcome
Naturalistic
interaction

Longitudinal
maintenance

Individual
differences

Mechanistic
dissociation

Simple denials 4 2 3 4

Fabrication and mixed lies 5 4 3 4

Spontaneous deception 2 1 2 2

Frequent or practiced liars 1 1 2 1

Real-time physiological load
tracking

3 2 2 3

FIGURE 8  Research gaps across deception study domains

Open Research Questions

More work is needed on when truth-telling becomes as effortful as lying, and on how long deceptive load persists in realistic
dialogue.

Question Why

How does repeated, real-world lie maintenance over hours or days
affect working memory and executive control compared with truthful
conversation?

Most studies use brief laboratory trials, leaving the
duration and accumulation of deceptive load poorly
quantified.
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Question Why

Do frequent or practiced liars show reduced executive costs for
deception and increased costs for truth-telling?

Emerging evidence suggests cognitive control
demands may reverse across individuals with different
lying habits.

Which physiological markers best track sustained deceptive load
independently of emotion and task difficulty?

Current measures are fragmented, and clearer markers
would improve mechanism testing and ecological
assessment.

Overall, maintaining a deception does appear to impose higher cognitive load than truthful communication, but the magnitude and
persistence of that load depend strongly on lie complexity, practice, and context.

These search results were found and analyzed using Consensus, an AI-powered search engine for research. Try it at
https://consensus.app. © 2026 Consensus NLP, Inc. Personal, non-commercial use only; redistribution requires copyright
holders’ consent.
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