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Frequently Asked Questions  

What is a polygraph? 

The polygraph is a scientific instrument which records and displays physiological responses to 
test items.  Modern instrumentation is computerized and includes specialized software to aid the 
examiner. The word polygraph comes from Greek words meaning “many writings.” It denotes 
the multiple tracings that polygraphs display.  
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Does polygraph testing cause discomfort?  

In the past some people were uncomfortable with the pressure they felt from the blood pressure 
cuff with the older instrumentation. Modern computerized polygraphs use much lower 
pressure.  Complaints about discomfort from polygraph testing are very rare today.    

How long does a polygraph examination take? 

Most polygraph examinations take between 90 and 120 minutes, the majority of which entails a 
standardized interview before the testing phase.  Examinations may take longer when covering 
complex issues.  Polygraph examinations taking less than an hour have been reported, though 
the shortest of examinations are often associated with unvalidated or invalid procedures. 

How many questions are on the test?  

It depends on the type of test being given; the science associated with a particular technique will 
determine the number of questions which are allowed.  Generally, examiners use between two 
and four questions about the test issue along with a small number of other questions included 
for technical reasons for a total of about 10 – 12 test questions.  Some techniques use a smaller 
number of questions, but those questions are repeated several times within each test so that the 
total number of question presentations is about 10 – 12.  The test questions are based on the 
answers the examinee gives during the interview, and the final wording of the test questions are 
negotiated between the examiner and examinee prior to the testing phase.  There are no surprise 
questions in modern polygraph techniques.   

Can nervousness affect the test results?  
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to your provider’s directions.  Avoid excessive use of stimulants or unnecessary over-the-counter 
medications before the examination as they may cause the session to go significantly longer than 
normal.  Set aside all other obligations and appointments for the time of your examination.  Be 
prepared to work with the examiner to resolve the matter being tested. 

Can someone be with me when I take the polygraph? 

Examinees can certainly have someone accompany them to the examination site. Third parties 
are not permitted in the test room except when they are necessary for the conduct of the exam 
(e.g., interpreters).  By special arrangement the session may be recorded or monitored remotely, 
subject to conditions and agreements. 

Can anyone beat a polygraph examination?  

It is true that all things made by man can be defeated.  The biggest challenge for beating a 
polygraph, however, is that it entails a significant risk of detection which, in these days of 
sophisticated software and recording equipment, makes success far from certain.  Indeed, trying 
to affect the results can make things worse.  Recent scientific research offers little hope for 
people relying on websites and books on how to beat the polygraph, and there is some evidence 
that the use of these methods by truth-telling examinees reduces their chances of passing the 
test. For these reasons we discourage examinees from trying to affect their test results.  

How long does it take before I know the results?  

Upon the completion of the examination the examiner will evaluate the data and provide a 
diagnostic opinion.  In cases where the examiner participates in an independent quality review 
program, an interim verbal report is given at the end of the session and the final results are issued 
after the review.  It is a standard practice to issue a written report for the person or organization 
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benefit from APA’s peer-reviewed publication to keep them apprised of the latest developments 
in techniques, technologies, and best practices.  The APA sponsors educational seminars as well 
as online professional development not available elsewhere which ensures its members have 
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Lower accuracy is expected in multiple-issue and screening testing.  Those accuracies will vary as 
a function of how many relevant questions are used and how broad they are: the fewer number 
and scope of relevant questions will produce the best accuracy.  As with all assessment methods, 
accuracy can be affected by the training and competency of the testing examiner.  In a meta-
analysis conducted by the US National Research Council, the median accuracy of mixed issue 
testing or testing on multiple issues was placed between 80% and 84%. 

What are some considerations that could make someone unsuitable for a polygraph test? 

Conditions that would render a person unsuitable: 

¶ Active psychosis 

¶ Severe developmental impairments 

¶ Drug or alcohol induced impairment 

¶ Dementia 

¶ Anyone who is not able to consent to participate in the examination 

¶ Anyone under the age of consent* (in some circumstances parents may provide consent 
on behalf of their child) 

¶ Anyone who is unable to remain seated and still for seven minutes at a time. 

¶ Anyone in extreme distress 

¶ Health conditions that preclude the placement of the polygraph sensors 

Note:  An examinee experiencing a temporary illness may be rescheduled to take the examination 
after their recovery from the illness. 


