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Abstract

Probable Lie and Directed Lie Comparison Questions are discussed within the frame�
work of how they are used to generate appropriate levels of salience under the analytic 
theory of the polygraph.  The authors provide a framework for the process of introduc�
ing both types of comparison question and discuss the concept of Ironic Process Theory 
as it applies to the Directed Lie Comparison Question.  The authors discuss the Proba�
EOH /LH SURFHVV DV D JRDO�RULHQWHG HQGHDYRU WKDW UHTXLUHV PDQLSXODWLRQ RI WKH H[DPLQHH 
into denying commonplace transgressions and believing they must pass each question 
to pass the test.  Finally, we offer examples of the introduction of both Directed and 
Probable Lie questions.

7ry to Sose for yourself tKis tasN: not to 
tKinN of a Solar bear� and you Zill see 
tKat tKe cursed tKinJ Zill come to mind 
eYery minute�>Fyodor 'ostoeYsNy� :inter 
1otes on Summer ,mSressions� ����@

Introduction

Comparison questions are used in psycho�
physiological detection of deception (PDD) 
testing to provide a basis of recorded informa�
WLRQ WR LQFUHDVH WKH REMHFWLYLW\� UHOLDELOLW\� DQG 
reproducibility of analytic conclusion about 
GHFHSWLRQ RU WUXWK�WHOOLQJ LQ UHVSRQVH WR UHOH�
YDQW WHVW TXHVWLRQV�  6XPPHUV ������ ÀUVW GH�
scribed the use of what today is known as the 
comparison question test (CQT) format, con�
sisting of a question sequence of three relevant 
question interspersed with three comparison 
question and three neutral questions, repeat�
ed three times – though some terminology dif�
IHUHG IURP FXUUHQW XVDJH� >5HIHU WR .UDSRKO 
(1996) for a discussion about the evolution of 
terminology applied to these questions.] Use 
of the comparison question and comparison 
question test was promoted and popular�
ized within the polygraph profession by Reid 
������� DQG RWKHUV LQFOXGLQJ %DFNVWHU ������ 
researchers at the University of Utah (Raskin 
	 +DUH� ����� .LUFKHU 	 5DVNLQ� ����� %HOO� 
5DVNLQ� +RQWV 	 .LUFKHU� ������ WKH 8�6� 'H�
partment of Defense (2006a), and the Ameri�
can Polygraph Association (2011).

.XELV ������ ÀUVW GHVFULEHG WKH XVH RI D /LNHUW 
������ W\SH LQWHJHU VFDOH WR WUDQVIRUP &47 GDWD 

into numerical values. Use of numerical scor�
ing and Likert type numerical transformations 
XVLQJ D ��SRVLWLRQ VFDOH ZDV SURPRWHG DQG 
popularized within the polygraph profession 
E\ %DFNVWHU ������� DORQJ ZLWK UHVHDUFKHUV DW 
the University of Utah (Bell, Raskin, Honts & 
.LUFKHU� ����� .LUFKHU 	 5DVNLQ� ����� 5DVNLQ 
	 +DUH� ������ 7KH ��SRVLWLRQ VFRULQJ PHWK�
RGV ZDV ODWHU PRGLÀHG WR EHFRPH D PRUH RE�
MHFWLYH ��SRVLWLRQ RUGLQDO UDQN VFRULQJ PHWKRG 
E\ 9DQ +HUN ������ DQG WKH 8�6� 'HSDUWPHQW 
of Defense (2006b), and subsequently became 
WKH EDVLV IRU WKH (PSLULFDO 6FRULQJ 6\VWHP  
�1HOVRQ� ����� 1HOVRQ� .UDSRKO 	 +DQGOHU� 
����� 1HOVRQ HW� DO�� ������ 

The CQT differs from earlier PDD test formats 
in the use of a comparison question against 
which responses to relevant questions can be 
MX[WDSRVHG IRU DQDO\VLV� $ FRPSDULVRQ TXHV�
tion is a polygraph test question intended to 
provide innocent or truthful persons an oppor�
WXQLW\ WR DQVZHU D JUHDWHU UHVSRQVH�LQGXFLQJ 
question in relation to the investigation target 
stimulus or relevant question. The analytic 
theory of PDD testing is that greater changes 
in physiological activity are loaded at different 
types of test stimuli as a function of deception 
RU WUXWK�WHOOLQJ LQ UHVSRQVH WR UHOHYDQW WDU�
get stimuli. Although discussed here with re�
gard to the CQT, this analytic theory can also 
be applied to the concealed information test 
(CIT), for which the different types of stimuli 
DUH WKH NH\�TXHVWLRQ DQG QRQ�NH\ TXHVWLRQV� 
DQG DOVR WR WKH UHOHYDQW�LUUHOHYDQW WHVW �5,7�� 
for which the different types of stimuli are 


$ SRUWLRQ RI WKLV FRQWHQW DSSHDUHG LQ WKH $3$ 0DJD]LQH ���� DQG LV UHSULQWHG KHUH ZLWK SHUPLVVLRQ�
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 1 7KHUH KDYH EHHQ HDUOLHU GLVFXVVLRQV UHJDUGLQJ ´H[FOXVLYHµ RU ´QRQ�H[FOXVLYHµ W\SHV RI 3/& TXHVWLRQV� +RZHYHU� VFLHQWLÀF 
VWXGLHV KDYH QRW VXSSRUWHG WKH DVVXPSWLRQ RI DQ\ UHDO GLIIHUHQFH LQ HIIHFW�VL]HV IURP WKHVH WZR �$PVHO� ����� +RQWV 	 
5HDY\� ����� +RUYDWK 	 3DOPDWLHU� ����� +RUYDWK� ����� 3DOPDWLHU� ������ &RQVHTXHQWO\� WKH GLVFXVVLRQ LV PRRW IRU WKH 
exclusive CQ hypothesis, as it is not supported by evidence. Field practices have evolved to include both exclusive and 
QRQ�H[FOXVLYH &4V DV LQGLFDWHG E\ LQGLYLGXDO FLUFXPVWDQFHV� 'LVFXVVLRQ RI 3/& TXHVWLRQ KHUHLQ LQFOXGHV ERWK H[FOXVLYH 
DQG QRQ�H[FOXVLYH W\SHV�

those to which a person may be deceptive or 
WUXWKIXO� >6HH 1HOVRQ ������ IRU D GLVFXVVLRQ RI 
the analytic theory of the polygraph test.] Re�
actions to the test target stimuli can be com�
pared with responses to comparison stimuli to 
FDOFXODWH D VWDWLVWLFDO FODVVLÀHU IRU GHFHSWLRQ 
RU WUXWK�WHOOLQJ� 

An important advantage of the CQT is that, in 
contrast to earlier test formats, it more readily 
accommodates some of the basic principles of 
VFLHQWLÀF GHFLVLRQ�PDNLQJ� 2QH RI WKRVH SULQ�
ciples is the notion that all conclusions about 
WKH PHDQLQJ RI GDWD IURP D VFLHQWLÀF WHVW RU 
experiment are made with regard to other pos�
sible conclusions. Another important princi�
ple is that transformation of recorded data to 
QXPHULFDO YDOXHV� ZKHWKHU OLQHDU RU QRQ�SDUD�
PHWULF� FDQ LQFUHDVH WKH REMHFWLYLW\ DQG UHOL�
ability of analytic conclusions compared to 
XQVWUXFWXUHG SXWDWLYH H[SHUW MXGJPHQW� 7KH 
purpose of any comparison question is to pro�
vide a basis of comparison that can support 
D PRUH REMHFWLYH DQG UHSURGXFLEOH QXPHULFDO 
transformation and analysis of responses to 
relevant questions that describe the investiga�
tion target issues of a PDD examination. The 
CQT remains the most commonly used form 
of polygraph technique for both diagnostic ex�
ams – conducted in the context of a known 
allegation or incident – and screening exams 
– conducted in the absence of a known allega�
tion or incident. 

Two basic types of comparison questions are 
in use today: probable lie comparison (PLC) 
questions, and directed lie comparison (DLC) 
questions. For PLC questions the examinee 
is manipulated into answering 12 where it 
is assumed that this verbal response is most 
probably incorrect. For DLC questions the ex�
aminee is instructed to answer 12  though it 
is established and known that this answer is 
incorrect. Like all PDD questions, both PLC 
and DLC questions must be carefully reviewed 
during the PDD pretest interview. For rea�
VRQV� ERWK HWKLFDO DQG VFLHQWLÀF� WKHUH DUH QR 
XQ�UHYLHZHG TXHVWLRQV GXULQJ 3'' WHVWLQJ� 2I 

WKHVH WZR W\SHV� WKH 3/& LV VXEMHFW WR JUHDWHU 
controversy due to their inherently manipu�
ODWLYH XVH DQG SUHVHQWDWLRQ� 6RPH H[DPLQHUV 
mistakenly believe that PLCs will be ineffective 
unless adapted or customized to the individ�
ual and case circumstances. This has led to 
expressions of concern and criticism among 
scientists about standardization and reliabili�
W\ �15&� ������ '/& TXHVWLRQV DUH PRUH HDVLO\ 
standardized and may offer some advantages 
because their effective use is less reliant upon 
SV\FKRVRFLDO PDQLSXODWLRQ DQG VXEMHFWLYLW\� 
However, no published information suggests 
DQ\ VLJQLÀFDQW GLIIHUHQFH EHWZHHQ WKH HIIHFW 
sizes for the two types of comparison ques�
tion1� >6HH %ODORFN� 1HOVRQ� +DQGHU 	 6KDZ 
(2011; 2012) for a discussion of the published 
literature on DLC questions.]

Neither DLC nor PLC questions should be 
misinterpreted as premised on an assumption 
that the polygraph measures lies Ser se� :KLOH 
past discussions about PLC questions have 
tended to emphasize emotion as a source of re�
sponse, more recent discussion has centered 
on a plurality of factors that may contribute 
to responses to PDD test question – both rele�
vant and comparison.  These include emotion, 
cognition or mental activity, and behavior�
DO FRQGLWLRQLQJ� >5HIHU WR .KDQ� 1HOVRQ +DQ�
GOHU ������ DORQJ +DQGOHU� 6KDZ DQG *RXJOHU 
������ DQG +DQGOHU� 'HLFKPDQ� .XF]HN� +RII�
PDQ DQG 1HOVRQ ������ IRU IXUWKHU GLVFXVVLRQ 
about emotion and cognition in PDD testing.] 
It is neither possible nor necessary to know 
the exact emotion or exact cause of any emo�
tion. In the same way, it is neither possible 
nor necessary to know the exact details of all 
mental activity and the various cognitive fac�
tors – which may include memory, attention, 
decision, novelty, and other factors – related 
to PDD test stimuli. Although we may want to 
NQRZ WKH GHWDLOV RI DQ H[DPLQHH·V LQYROYHPHQW 
in behaviors described by the relevant ques�
tions (RQs), it is similarly not necessary nor 
SRVVLEOH WR NQRZ WKH H[DFW GHWDLOV RI D SHUVRQ·V 
behavioral experience related to the compari�
son questions (CQs).
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Polygraph Theory 

To appreciate how polygraphs are intended 
to work, it is important to understand (1) the 
theory of the polygraph test, (2) relevant ques�
WLRQV DQG WKHLU FRQVWUXFWLRQ� DQG ��� WKH WZR 
types of comparison questions. The theory of 
PDD testing is premised on the fact that hu�
mans generate recordable physiological reac�
tions to test stimuli – the RQs as well as to 
the CQs. The analytic tKeory of PDD testing 
is that greater changes in physiological activ�
ity are loaded at different types of test stimuli 
(i.e., RQs and CQs) as a function of deception 
RU WUXWK�WHOOLQJ LQ UHVSRQVH WR UHOHYDQW WDUJHW 
stimuli (Nelson, 2016). RQs refer to the inves�
tigation target issue, or topic of the polygraph 
examination, and are reviewed during the pre�
test interview. CQs – whether DLC or PLC – are 
questions regarding integrity and deception in 
general and must also be carefully reviewed 
and correctly introduced in order to produce 
the desired effect. Many decades of study have 
FRQÀUPHG WKH SUDFWLFDO YDOXH DQG YDOLGLW\ RI 
this analytical theory – having shown that 
UHVSRQVHV DUH ORDGHG VXIÀFLHQWO\ WR SHUPLW 
probabilistic inferences about deception that 
exceed chance expectations. The analytic tKe�
ory of the PDD and CQT is the same whether 
comparison questions are of the PLC or DLC 
variety, and the same despite differences in 
their introduction and usage.

,W LV DVVXPHG WKDW DOO WHVW VXEMHFWV ZDQW WR 
pass the polygraph test – that is their goal. 
The test questions function as a challenge 
WR WKH WHVW VXEMHFW·V JRDO RI SDVVLQJ WKH WHVW� 
The amount of mental effort required to an�
swer a test question truthfully or correctly 
versus deceptively (or incorrectly) has been 
discussed as an underlying mechanism for 
the physiological reactions to test questions. 
In this model, cognitive activity is associated 
ZLWK WKH FKDOOHQJH WR WKH H[DPLQHH·V JRDO RI 
passing the test, and gives rise to the chang�
es in physiological activity that are observed 
and recorded during PDD testing. Questions 
that require more mental activity (because of 
a deceptive or incorrect answer) will, in gener�
al, produce the larger physiological responses 
�%DUODQG 	 5DVNLQ� ����� &UDLJ� ����� 'D\ 
	 5RXUNH� ����� .LUFKHU� ����� :DLG� 2UQH� 
&RRN 	 2UQH� ������ 

Relevant Questions

(IIHFWLYH XVH RU VHOHFWLRQ RI LQYHVWLJDWLRQ WDU�
gets and formulation of RQs is fundamental to 
the effectiveness of the CQT. RQs will describe 
WKH H[DPLQHH·V LQYROYHPHQW LQ WKH VSHFLÀF EH�
haviors under investigation. RQs should be 
clear, concise and behaviorally descriptive so 
that a truthful person is sure they are answer�
ing truthfully. Answering truthfully to RQs 
should require little mental effort. If an RQ is 
overly broad, a truthful person may engage in 
excessive or unwanted mental activity due to 
confusion or ambiguity, or due to uncertain�
ty about whether their answer is correct or 
true. It is possible that ineffectively formulated 
RQs can induce physiological responses from 
truthful persons that may be quantitatively 
similar to those of deceptive persons. 

This cognitive effort hypothesis assumes that 
persons who answer truthfully to the RQs will 
be required to engage in mental activity that 
differs quantitatively from persons who are 
HQJDJLQJ LQ GHFHSWLRQ� $OWKRXJK LW LV GLIÀFXOW 
to evaluate directly the qualitative or quanti�
tative content of responses to RQs, quantita�
tive differences can be observed more easily by 
comparing responses to RQs with responses 
to CQs. This model also includes the possibil�
ity that quantitative differences in CQs may 
RFFXU DV D IXQFWLRQ RI GHFHSWLRQ RU WUXWK�WHOO�
ing in response to RQs – where the cognitive 
demands of the RQs draw mental resources 
away from the CQs. It is also likely that emo�
tional and behavioral conditioning factors play 
a role in differential responses to PDD test 
stimuli. Regardless of the exact mechanism of 
difference, studies have supported the analyt�
ic theory of the polygraph for the greater part 
of a century, and the differential salience of 
the RQs and CQs can be inferred, coded nu�
merically, and used to calculate a statistical 
FODVVLÀHU IRU GHFHSWLRQ RU WUXWK�WHOOLQJ� 7KH 
process of introducing the CQs can be con�
sidered of equal importance with the selection 
and introduction of RQs. 

PLC Questions

CQs are intended to generate mental activity. 
As with RQs, CQs may also invoke emotional 
content and responses due to behavioral ex�
perience. Correct use of CQs is fundamental 
to the effectiveness of the CQT. As mentioned 
earlier, there are currently two approaches to 
the preparation and presentation of the com�
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parison question that are generally accepted. 
Comparison questions can be presented as ei�
ther a PLC or as a DLC question (Raskin & 
Honts, 2002). As shown in Table 1, the prepa�
ration and presentation will differ for DLC and 
PLC questions. 

In the PLC approach, the examinee is manip�
XODWHG E\ WKH H[DPLQHU GXULQJ WKH SUH�WHVW LQ�
terview into denying transgressions that are 
often topically similar to that addressed by the 
RQs. For example, if the relevant questions ad�
GUHVV D UHSRUWHG WKHIW RI REMHFW RI YDOXH� D 3/& 
comparison question might be, “Have you ever 
VWROHQ DQ\WKLQJ IURP DQRWKHU SHUVRQ"µ ,W LV 
also common to use the general topics of lyinJ 
and disKonesty as information or topical con�
tent for CQs. For example: “Have you ever told 
a serious lie to get out of trouble with people 
LQ DXWKRULW\"µ ,QWURGXFWLRQ RI 3/& TXHVWLRQV 
LV DQ DUHD RI JUHDW YDULDELOLW\ LQ ÀHOG SUDFWLFH� 
because individual personality attributes can 
play a role in the ambiguous communication 
and manipulation that are central to these 
questions. The following is a short example of 
PLC introduction dialog.

1oZ tKese ne[t Tuestions ,·m 
JoinJ to asN you are Must as 
imSortant as tKe tKinJs Ze KaYe 
been discussinJ� if you Zant to 
Sass tKis SolyJraSK test� %ecause 
you cannot Sass tKis test if you 
are not tellinJ me tKe trutK� And 
tKat means tKe comSlete trutK� 
2ne�Kundred Sercent trutK� 7Kis 
SolyJraSK cannot tell tKe difference 
betZeen a ZKite lie and a serious 
lie� and cannot tell tKe difference 
betZeen a Kalf�trutK and a lie� Just 
as tKere is no sucK tKinJ as sort�of 
SreJnant or Sartially SreJnant� you 
are eitKer an Konest and trutKful 
Serson ² in ZKicK case you must 
already KaYe told me tKe comSlete 
trutK ² or you may be tKe Nind of 
Serson ZKo says you are Konest 
and trutKful eYen tKouJK you are 
not� So� my Tuestion is Must tKis: are 
you an Konest and trutKful Serson" 
1ot Must Nind of Konest� liNe ZKen 
it is conYenient� %ut really Konest 
and trutKful"

 1oZ many SeoSle are not Serfect 
in tKeir Konesty and inteJrity� and 
maybe tKey tell some lies� 0aybe 
biJ lies� Serious lies� 0aybe tKey 
do it a lot� 2r� maybe tKey only lie 
sometimes ² and tKey try to tell 
tKemselYes tKey are an Konest 
and trutKful Serson� most of tKe 
time� %ut tKat is not Konest and 
trutKful and tKey NnoZ it� :e all 
NnoZ it� 0aybe tKey only tell small 
lies� 2nly to stranJers� SeoSle tKat 
don·t matter to tKem� %ut tKat is not 
Konesty or trutKfulness or inteJrity 
or trustZortKiness� 0aybe tKey 
only tell ZKite lies� maybe only to 
SeoSle close to tKem� %ut tKat also 
is not Konest or trutKful� Anyone 
ZKo Zould lie to tKe SeoSle close 
to tKem ² to SeoSle tKat loYe and 
trust tKem ² Zould lie to anyone� 2f 
course� tKey Zould lie to Jet out of 
trouble� sucK as tKis situation� %ut 
you already told me you are not 
tKat Nind of a Serson� So� unless 
you KaYe been lyinJ to me all 
alonJ� tKese ne[t Tuestions sKould 
be suSer easy for you� because 
you already told me you don·t lie 
to SeoSle ZKo are tryinJ to trust 
you� or SeoSle in autKority� or to 
coYer uS sometKinJ you KaYe done 
ZronJ�

PLC questions are reviewed with a demean�
RU RI VXEWOH RU RYHUW MXGJPHQW WRZDUGV RWKHUV 
who have engaged in the activities described 
E\ WKH 3/&V� ([DPLQHUV ZLOO DWWHPSW WR JLYH D 
plausible reason for the inclusion of the CQs 
in the PDD testing procedure – though with�
out discussion of the actual purpose of the 
PLC questions. Most examinees will want to 
convey a positive impression of themselves to 
the examiner – or they will at least cooperate 
VXSHUÀFLDOO\� 7KH VRFLDO G\QDPLFV RI WKH 3'' 
testing situation is used to discourage exam�
inees from making admissions, and to maneu�
ver them into an answer that is most likely 
XQWUXH ² D SUREDEOH OLH� ([DPLQHHV FDQ DOVR 
be maneuvered to agree that a test should be 
developed so as to provide them an opportuni�
W\ WR VKRZ WKDW WKH\ DUH D WUXVW�ZRUWK\ SHUVRQ 
for whom the alleged theft or crime is unchar�
acteristic or unlikely. 
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In the review of PLC questions, the examiner 
will emphasize to the examinee that tKey must 
Sass eYery Tuestion to Sass tKe test – often 
stating to the examinee that they will fail the 
test if they lie to any question. This is intended 
to create the dilemma for the truthful person 
– and a perceived barrier to passing the test – 
in that they have falsely denied the behavior 
described by the PLC question. For example: 
“Have you ever lied to anyone who was try�
LQJ WR WUXVW \RX"µ 54V DUH H[SHFWHG WR EH WKH 
greatest barrier to passing the test for persons 
engaging in deception – for reasons that may 
involve both cognition, emotion, and behavior�
al experience – whereas the PLC questions are 
merely a procedural aspect of the test. Done 
effectively, truthful examinees will be cogni�
tively and emotionally uncertain about their 
answers to PLC questions. They may be aware 
of having somehow been tricked into lying to 
the comparison questions during the pretest 
interview – and will ideally believe they may 
fail the test because of their responses to the 
PLCs. The examiner will admonish the exam�
inee about the PLC topic, and in doing so will 
admonish the examinee against making any 
admission. If the examinee has already admit�
ted anything or assented to the PLC topic, the 
examiner will develop the admonishment to 
prevent any further admissions.

So� at tKe end of tKis SolyJraSK test 
, tKinN you and , are botK KoSinJ 
tKat Ze can tell tKem you are an 
Konest and trutKful Serson� and not 
a liar or cKeat or criminal of any 
Nind� %ecause if you are innocent� 
if you did not do tKis >inYestiJation 
tarJet issue@� 7Ken tKe only tKinJ 
standinJ in your Zay is if you 
are Konest and trutKful enouJK to 
Sass a SolyJraSK test� ,f you are 
tKen tKat is Jreat� %ut if you are 
not ² if you are tKe Nind of Serson 
tKat miJKt do tKis ² Zell tKen tKat 
is one of tKe tKinJs tKey Zill Zant 
to NnoZ� So if you tKinN tKere is a 
cKance tKat you are not able to be 
comSletely Konest ZitK me about 
tKinJs liNe your oZn Sersonal 
Konesty and inteJrity ² if you KaYe 
done tKinJs tKat  Zould indicate 
tKat you are tKe tySe of Serson tKat 
could lie or cKeat or betray tKe trust 

of SeoSle close to you tKen Ze are 
JoinJ to need to talN and tKey are 
JoinJ to Zant to NnoZ ZKat tKat 
is all about� :Kat Nind of Serson 
you really are� So� taNe a moment 
and tKinN about tKis Tuestion 
and maNe sure you are not KidinJ 
sometKinJ from me� not tryinJ 
to Kide sometKinJ from yourself� 
Can you ansZer tKis Tuestion" 
7rutKfully" ComSletely trutKful� 
About ZKetKer you >besides tKat 
ZKat you told me@� KaYe eYer told 
a lie� a serious lie� to someone ZKo 
loYed or trusted you" 

These example PLC dialogs are intended to 
EH DPELJXRXV DQG MXGJPHQWDO DQG SV\FKR�
ORJLFDOO\ RYHU�EHDULQJ� 7KH\ DUH LQWHQGHG WR 
constrain the examinee into a desired an�
swer, 12, while overtly appearing to give in�
formation and request information. In most 
interviewing contexts – including counseling, 
coaching, information gathering, consulta�
tion, leadership, investigation, and even in�
terrogation – this manner of communication 
would be regarded as disrespectful and also 
ineffective at facilitating the exchange of accu�
rate or real information. However, in the PLC 
context, accurate and real information is not 
WKH REMHFWLYH� ,QVWHDG� WKH REMHFWLYH LV WR RE�
WDLQ RQO\ VXSHUÀFLDO FRPSOLDQFH IURP WKH H[�
aminee – and to pretend to interpret this for 
rapport. The examinee will ideally be aware of 
the fact they are being inauthentic, aware that 
the polygraph examiner has been arbitrary 
DQG MXGJPHQWDO DQG LQVLQFHUH LQ WKHLU PDQQHU 
of questioning, uncertain about whether their 
answer to the PLC question will be satisfacto�
U\ WR SDVV WKH SRO\JUDSK WHVW� DQG FRQÁLFWHG 
emotionally and cognitively as to their choice 
of solution to the dilemma, and resigned to a 
SRVWXUH RI VXSHUÀFLDO FRRSHUDWLRQ LQVWHDG RI 
DWWHPSWHG GLVFRXUVH RU RWKHU UHVROXWLRQ� ([�
DPLQHUV ZLOO DFFHSW WKH H[DPLQHH·V VXSHUÀFLDO 
compliance as a form of acceptable rapport, 
and at no point in the process will the exam�
iner use the word comparison or indicate the 
use of a PLC question.

Truthful persons should, ideally, know they 
are telling the truth in response to the nar�
rowly constructed and behaviorally descriptive 
RQs. As before, the mental activity or cognitive 
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loading hypothesis holds that truthful persons 
will be more focused on, and will engage in 
increased mental activity, when responding 
to CQs than when answering truthfully to the 
RQs. Deceptive persons are expected to focus 
greater attention on, and exert more mental 
effort in response to, the RQs and the need to 
appear truthful than to the CQs. This is be�
cause – having engaged in the investigation 
target behavior as described – the RQs pres�
ent the most substantial barrier to passing the 
test. 

A traditional explanation among polygraph 
ÀHOG SUDFWLWLRQHUV LQ WKH SDVW ZDV WKH ´SV\FKR�
ORJLFDO VHWµ K\SRWKHVLV �0DWWH 	 *URYH� ����� 
²  FLWLQJ 5XFK ������  ² ZKLFK DWWULEXWHG GLIIHU�
ences in physiological reactions to RQs and CQs 
to anxiety, apprehension and perceived threat 
WR VXUYLYDO DQG ZHOO�EHLQJ� VXEVXPHG DV D IHDU 
of detection and consequences. A number of 
problems surround this hypothesis, beginning 
with the fact that the concept does not appear 
in the psychological literature as it was used 
within the polygraph profession. Handler and 
1HOVRQ ������ DQG 6HQWHU� :HDWKHU� .UDSRKO 
and Horvath (2010) pointed out that the nar�
URZ GHÀQLWLRQ SUHFOXGHG WKLV K\SRWKHVLV IURP 
integrating the variety of hypotheses that have 
been proposed by psychologists and psycho�
physiologists, and suggested the more general 
term salience as a more inclusive alternative. 

Another burden of liability for the psychologi�
cal set hypothesis is the troublesome citation 
RI 5XFK E\ 0DWWH DQG *URYH� IRU ZKLFK +DQ�
dler and Nelson found that neither the term 
nor a description of the hypothesis appear in 
the textbook. It is therefore not surprising that 
scientists have referred to some polygraph ter�
PLQRORJ\ DV ´$OLFH�LQ�ZRQGHUODQG�YRFDEXODU\µ 
�)XUHG\� ������  (YHQ PRUH FRQFHUQLQJ LV WKDW 
XVH RI ZHOO�GHÀQHG SV\FKLDWULF WHUPV VXFK DV 
DQ[LHW\� DORQJ ZLWK KLJKO\ VXEMHFWLYH FRQFHSWV 
VXFK DV DSSUHKHQVLRQ FUHDWH D QRQ�WULYLDO� DQG 
possibly insurmountable, barrier in satisfying 
the generally held requirement that a hypoth�
HVLV PXVW EH IDOVLÀDEOH WR EH KHOG DV VFLHQWLÀF 
�3RSSHU� ������ )LQDOO\� WKHUH PD\ EH SODXVLEOH 
reasons as to why an innocent person may ex�
SHULHQFH JUHDWHU IHDU RI 54V WKDQ &4V� 6RPH 
effort has gone towards the development of 
metaphors other than fear to help explain dif�
ferences to RQs and CQs2. 

Despite the shortcomings of traditional PLC 
theory, persons who are engaging in deception 
in response to RQs are expected to produce 
greater changes in physiological activity to the 
UHOHYDQW WKDQ WR FRPSDULVRQ TXHVWLRQV �2IIH 	 
2IIH� ������ ZKLOH WUXWKIXO SHUVRQV DUH H[SHFW�
ed to produce greater changes in physiologi�
cal activity in response to PLC questions. Due 
to the complex social dynamics – which can 
involve a combination of education, training, 

2 $Q H[DPSOH RI WKLV LV *LQWRQ ������ ZKR UHIUDPHG WKH IHDU RI FRQVHTXHQFHV PHWDSKRU DV WKH ´UHODWLYH LVVXH JUDYLW\µ 
metaphor, for which attempts to explain the differences in response to RQs and CQs as a function of the gravity of the RQs, 
LQ D PDQQHU WKDW PD\ EH FRQVLVWHQW ZLWK UHVXOWV GHVFULEHG E\ 2IIH 	 2IIH ������� ,Q WKLV XVDJH� JUDYLW\ FDQ EH UHJDUGHG DV 
an attraction force acting on the attention of the examinee, and can also be thought of as the seriousness of the relevant 
target issue. Although potentially useful as a discussion metaphor, this reframe of the “psychological set: hypothesis 
may not resolve the problem that RQs may present more gravity to innocent persons than CQs, and may still fall short of 
illuminating the underlying psychological processes. It is likely that a variety of mechanisms will continue to play a role in 
the discussion of responses to PDD test stimuli. 

� &RQFHUQ KDV DOVR EHHQ H[SUHVVHG WRZDUG WKH WUDGLWLRQDO IHDU�K\SRWKHVLV IRU 3/& TXHVWLRQV� ZKLFK HPSKDVL]HG HPRWLRQ 
and fear of detection and consequences as the basis of response. Problems with this older hypothesis are numerous, and 
included the fact there are plausible reasons why a truthful or innocent person may experience greater fear of RQs than 
CQs. More importantly, PDD sensors and signal processing methods cannot differentiate the emotion of fear from anger, 
disgust or other strong emotions. Although emotions of different types may be a factor in responses, PDD technology 
FDQQRW GHWHUPLQH WKH UHDVRQV IRU DQ HPRWLRQDO H[SHULHQFH RU UHVSRQVH� 7KH WUDGLWLRQDO IHDU�K\SRWKHVHV LV DOVR SUREOHPDWLF 
because it ignores the role of cognition and behavioral conditioning, focuses solely on emotion as the basis of response, 
UHOLHV RQ SUREOHPDWLF XVH RI WKH SV\FKLDWULF WHUP DQ[LHW\� UHOLHV KHDYLO\ RQ WKH VXEMHFWLYH H[SHULHQFH RI DSSUHKHQVLRQ� DQG 
FRQYH\V DQ LPSUHVVLRQ WKDW 3'' TXHVWLRQV DQG 3'' WHVWLQJ HTXDWH WR D WKUHDW WR DQ H[DPLQHH·V VXUYLYDO� $OVR� WKH IHDU 
hypothesis cannot adequately account for the similar effect sizes for PLC and DLC questions – prompting a need to update 
WKH ZRUNLQJ WKHRU\ LQ OLHX RI UHMHFWLQJ RU LJQRULQJ HPSLULFDO HYLGHQFH� $OWKRXJK SHUKDSV XVHIXO DW WKH WLPH LW ZDV LQWURGXFHG� 
this older hypothesis no longer provides a satisfactory understanding or explanation for PDD testing. Contemporary PDD 
theory emphasizes a plurality of factors, including emotion, cognition and behavioral experience, emphasizes a testable 
DQG IDOVLÀDEOH VWDWHPHQW RI WKH HIIHFWV WKDW DUH H[SHFWHG WR EH REVHUYDEOH LQ UHFRUGHG WHVW GDWD� DQG DWWHPSWV D GLVFXVVLRQ 
that can accommodate empirical evidence suggesting similar effect sizes for PLC and DLC questions. 
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and mission priorities for professionals, in ad�
dition to the potential for mental health, level 
of functioning, and developmental consider�
ations for examinees – and the ethics of ma�
nipulation when using PLC questions, some 
scientists and credibility assessment experts 
have expressed concern about PLC questions�. 
Raskin and Honts (2002) suggested that DLC 
questions were developed, in part, as an effec�
tive alternative to the PLC for these reasons. 
Despite these concerns, there is a substantial 
ERG\ RI ODERUDWRU\ DQG ÀHOG UHVHDUFK WKDW VXS�
ports the validity of the CQT with both DLC 
and PLC questions4.

DLC Questions

In the DLC approach, the examiner instructs 
the person to answer 12 to the CQs �. The sub�
MHFW LV WROG WKDW LW LV LPSRUWDQW IRU WKH H[DPLQHU 
to observe the normally expected physiological 
responses to the DLCs, otherwise the test will 
be inconclusive (Raskin & Honts, 2002), which 
ZLOO PHDQ WKDW WKH\ ZRQ·W SDVV WKH WHVW� $ QRWH 
here:  many people will simplistically accept 
that answering 12 to a DLC is a lie. Although 
the 12, answer is incorrect, it is not actually 
a lie. A lie is an attempt to deceive another, 
to convince another to believe some statement 
or information that is factually inconsistent 
ZLWK UHDOLW\� ([DPLQHHV DQVZHU 12 to DLC 
questions because they are instructed to do 
so. The DLC question is simply a procedure – 

for which the name of the procedure is direct�
ed�lie – used to elicit physiological responses 
for comparison with physiological responses 
to the RQs. Notwithstanding this philosoph�
ical and epistemological nuance, examiners 
will, as part of the DLC procedure, explain to 
the examinee that, in fact, DLC questions are 
equally as important to the test results as are 
the questions about the investigation target is�
VXH� ([DPLQHHV ZLOO LQFUHDVH WKHLU ULVN RI QRW 
passing the test if they do not attend to and 
respond properly to the DLC questions. 

2QH RI WKH DGYDQWDJHV RI '/& TXHVWLRQV LV 
that the PDD test can be conducted in a fac�
tual and straightforward manner. Another 
advantage of the DLC approach is the poten�
tial for greater standardization – they are less 
reliant upon psychological manipulation and 
individual personality than PLC questions. 
However, examiner skill in understanding and 
using DLC questions will remain an import�
ant factor. DLC questions must be introduced 
correctly, or truthful and innocent examinees 
may easily fail to appreciate how important 
these questions are to their test results. 

From a practical perspective, and for stan�
dardization, it is sometimes useful to organize 
WKH XVH RI '/&V LQWR D FRKHUHQW SURFHVV� :LWK�
out a coherent and organized understanding 
of the DLC process there may be an increased 
risk that ineffective adaptations of the DLC 

Table 1. Outline of the DLC and PLC processes.

4 5HIHU WR WKH PHWD�DQDO\WLF VXUYH\ RI YDOLGDWHG SRO\JUDSK WHFKQLTXHV �$PHULFDQ 3RO\JUDSK $VVRFLDWLRQ� ����� IRU PRUH 
LQIRUPDWLRQ� $OVR� VHH 2IIH DQG 2IIH ������ IRU PRUH LQIRUPDWLRQ DQG WKH UHVXOWV RI DQ H[SHULPHQWDO WHVW RI WKH DQDO\WLF 
theory of the CQT. 

 � Refer to Menges (2004) for a brief history on DLC questions. 



42

Nelson, Handler, Prado, Blalock   

Polygraph & Forensic Credibility Assessment , 2020, 49 (1)

question may contribute to problematic CQT 
outcomes. Nevertheless, while structure and 
organization are important, effective use of 
both DLC and PLC questions may require that 
WKH SURFHVV EH H[HFXWHG LQ D ÁXLG DQG QDWXUDO 
dialogue and not as a robotic or mechanized 
VWHS�E\�VWHS SURFHGXUH� 7DYOH � VKRZV DQ 
outline of the basic processes for introducing 
DLC questions, in parallel with a process for 
PLC questions. Again, published studies have 
IDLOHG WR VKRZ VLJQLÀFDQW GLIIHUHQFHV LQ HIIHFW 
sizes for PLC and DLC questions (Blalock Nel�
VRQ� +DQGOHU DQG 6KDZ� ����� ����� +RQWV 	 
Reavy, 2009).

Both DLC and PLC questions begin with an 
introduction of a question topic about a cate�
gory of behavior related to honesty and integ�
rity, or related in a general way to the inves�
tigation target issue. Both procedures review 
WKH TXHVWLRQ WRSLF ZLWK D GHÀQHG REMHFWLYH ² WR 
normalize (DLC) or stigmatize (PLC) the topic. 
DLC questions seek assent or endorsement of 
the topic, while PLC questions seek denial or 
avoidance of the topic. DLC questions rely on 
simple and clear instructions to answer incor�
rectly, whereas PLC questions rely on psycho�
logical manipulation to solicit a response that 
is assumed to be incorrect (i.e., a probable lie). 
Procedures for both the DLC and PLC ques�
tion include a review of the exact language of 
the question that will be asked during PDD 
test data collection, and both procedures in�
clude a review, prior to the onset of the data 
FROOHFWLRQ� RI WKH H[DPLQHH·V LQWHQGHG YHUEDO 
response. Both DLC and PLC questions are 
formulated as closed questions – soliciting a 
12 answer – and require no other talking or 
discussion during data collection.

DLC questions produce physiological reac�
tions and effect sizes similar to PLC questions, 
DQG FDQ EH XQGHUVWRRG DV VXEMHFW WR VRPH RI 
the same psychological factors as PLC ques�
tions. The mental effort hypothesis holds that 
persons who are innocent and truthful in re�
sponse to the RQs and investigation target is�
sues will devote attention and mental activity 
to the DLC questions because these may pres�
ent the greatest barrier or challenge to their 
goal of passing the test. As with PLC questions, 
it is likely that emotion, behavioral experience, 

6 6HH +DQGOHU DQG 1HOVRQ ������ IRU DQ LQWURGXFWLRQ WR FRJQLWLYH GLVVRQDQFH DQG LWV DSSOLFDWLRQ WR WKH SRO\JUDSK FRQWH[W�

memory, and possibly that a variety of other 
psychological factors including the orienting 
UHVSRQVH �6RNRORY� 6SLQNV� 1DDWDQHQ� 	 /\\W�
inen, 2002), conditioned responses (Davis, 
������ DURXVDO WKHRU\ �%HQ�6KDNXU� /LHEOLFK 	 
.XJHOPDVV� ����� DQG FRJQLWLYH GLVVRQDQFH6 
and other hypothesis may all play some role 
in psychophysiological response to DLC ques�
tions.

5HJDUGOHVV RI ZKHWKHU ÀHOG SUDFWLWLRQHUV XVH 
DLC or PLC questions, we can expect that any 
unidimensional theory or hypothesis may be 
inadequate to explain the complexities of hu�
man psychology and physiology. Instead, it is 
more likely that an integration of various psy�
chological theories and perspectives may be 
useful to more completely and more adequate�
ly understand the correlation between observ�
able and recordable physiological reactions 
and PDD test questions.

Ironic process theory and DLC questions

Ironic process theory (IPT) refers to a psy�
chological phenomenon wherein deliber�
ate attempts to suppress or avoid certain 
WKRXJKWV �:HJQHU� ����� ����� ����� :HJQHU 
	 6FKQHLGHU� ����� :HJQHU� 6FKQHLGHU� &DUWHU 
	 :KLWH� ����� :HQ]ODII 	 :HJQHU� ����� RU 
HPRWLRQV �*URVV 	 /HYHQVRQ� ����� *HUDHUWV�  
0HUFNHOEDFK� -HOLFLF 	 6PHHWV� ����� FDQ LQ�
duce the paradoxical or ironic effect. This re�
sults in increasing their occurrence or caus�
ing a person to become more immediately or 
acutely aware of those thoughts or emotions. 
In short, researchers have shown that al�
though it may be possible to suppress emo�
tion, as recorded through physiological activ�
ity associated with autonomic activity, under 
some conditions, the effects of suppression 
are reduced as a function of cognitive loading 
or mental activity. In the PDD testing context 
mental activity is induced by the need to at�
tend to and respond deceptively to relevant 
test questions. 

IPT may provide interesting insight on the re�
sults of a study conducted in the middle east 
wherein DLC questions worked well with ex�
aminees who were also polygraph examiners 
(Nelson, Handler, Blalock & Hernandez, 2012). 
IPT is potentially useful to PDD examiners in 
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that it can help to understand and formulate 
an approach to DLC question formulation that 
requires neither overt psychological manipu�
lation nor intrusion beyond the scope of the 
investigation target or referral issue. 

The following is an example dialogue for each 
stage of the DLC process. An outside observer 
might be struck by the transparent nature of 
this procedure.

1. Introduce and normalize a DLC topic. 

1oZ it·s imSortant to listen 
carefully� because tKis is sometKinJ 
tKat is Tuite normal� PeoSle are 
only Kuman� and tKat means all 
SeoSle are imSerfect� PeoSle maNe 
mistaNes� PeoSle maNe errors� 
0ost normal SeoSle KaYe made a 
mistaNe or error� and most of tKe 
time tKey taNe resSonsibility and 
À[ it� %ut most normal SeoSle KaYe 
also Kad some situation in ZKicK 
tKey may KaYe made a mistaNe or 
an error and tKen NeSt it secret� or 
maybe tKey eYen told a lie about it� 
,t·s unfortunately common� PeoSle 
do tKe best tKey are caSable of� 
and it·s sometimes not Serfect� 
,f you are liNe most SeoSle� tKen 
you may KaYe Kad tKis Nind of 
situation� 0ost SeoSle� includinJ 
tKose ZKo are Konest and trutKful� 
KaYe Kad sucK an e[Serience 
ZKere tKey Kad committed some 
mistaNe or error� and tKen� instead 
of acceStinJ resSonsibility for tKe 
situation� tKey may KaYe NeSt it 
a secret� or maybe eYen told a lie 
about it� 1oZ SerKaSs tKis Zas 
as a younJ Serson� or� Tuite often� 
eYen as an adult� 

7KH ÀUVW REMHFWLYH� ZKHQ LQWURGXFLQJ D '/& 
question, is to normali]e the DLC topic for 
the examinee. It is important to note that to 
normalize a DLC topic is not to triYiali]e its 
importance on the exam. It is also important 
that examiners convey the notion that DLC 
question are eTual in imSortance with RQs. 
Most importantly, each DLC topic must be in�
troduced without criticism or stigma. A good 
strategy is to use common and comfortable 

language while introducing the topic, while 
being careful to avoid expression of disappro�
bation or reproach. 

2QH ZD\ WR LQFUHDVH WKH VRFLDO FRPIRUW RI DQ 
examinee while introducing a topic of poten�
tial discomfort is to make careful use of plat�
LWXGHV� 3ODWLWXGHV DUH VXSHUÀFLDO VWDWHPHQWV� 
often meaningless and factually unnecessary, 
that convey no actual message or informa�
WLRQ� 6RFLDO SODWLWXGHV FDQ KDYH WKH HIIHFW RI 
increasing interpersonal comfort by stopping 
and replacing other, potentially more authen�
tic, thoughts and communication. For exam�
ple: the phrase ´+i� KoZ are youµ can be used 
as a friendly greeting, for which a common re�
sponse is ´Àne� and KoZ are you�µ with little 
DFWXDO LQWHUHVW LQ WKH GHWDLOV RI HDFK RWKHU·V 
recent experiences. Platitudes allow people to 
LQWHUDFW LQ VRFLDOO\ FRPIRUWDEOH ZD\V� 6RFLDO 
platitudes can be useful because they allow 
people to greet each other and make contact 
in a friendly manner that also allows people to 
anticipate the quality and context of the ensu�
ing interaction. In the context of introducing 
a DLC question, in the sample dialog above, 
phrases such as ´liNe most SeoSleµ are intend�
ed to reduce stigma, normalize the topic, and 
increase the comfort of the examinee. Done ef�
fectively, the topic will be introduced in a man�
ner that does not prompt the examinee to as�
sume a posture of denial or avoidance toward 
the DLC topic. Done effectively, the examinee 
will assent and endorse the DLC topic. 

DLC topics are often related to integrity and 
deception. Following are some examples of 
DLC topics related to integrity and honesty. 

• 6HFUHF\ RU GLVKRQHVW\ WR KLGH RU 
avoid responsibility for a mistake 
or error. 

� 6HFUHF\ RU GLVKRQHVW\ WR DYRLG 
responsibility for violating rules or 
regulations. 

� 6HFUHF\ RU GLVKRQHVW\ WR DYRLG 
shame or embarrassment. 

� 6HFUHF\ RU GLVKRQHVW\ WR LPSUHVV 
others or make yourself look 
better. 



44

Nelson, Handler, Prado, Blalock   

Polygraph & Forensic Credibility Assessment , 2020, 49 (1)

'/& WRSLFV� :KHQ DQ H[DPLQHH GRHV QRW HQ�
dorse a second, alternate, DLC topic it may 
be an indication of other problems – possi�
bly indicating an examinee who is deceptive 
RU LQWHQGV RQ QRWKLQJ PRUH WKDQ VXSHUÀFLDO 
compliance with the PDD testing process, and 
also possibly indicating that an examiner has 
been ineffective at comfortably normalizing a 
DLC topic. Regardless, in this case, selection 
of a PLC testing strategy may be more effective 
than continuing to attempt to work with DLC 
topics.

3. Advise the examinee about the DLC 
topic.

1oZ listen� ZKateYer tKat Zas tKat 
KaSSened� ZKateYer you did� , do 
not need you tell me e[actly ZKat it 
Zas� or e[actly ZKo Zas inYolYed� 
, don·t need you to tell me e[actly 
ZKat your reasons Zere� or eYen 
e[actly ZKat tKe situation Zas� All 
of tKat is not ZKat tKis test is all 
about� 

7KH REMHFWLYH DW WKLV SRLQW LV WR EULQJ VRPH LQ�
formation about that memory or past behavior 
PRUH SURPLQHQWO\ LQWR WKH H[DPLQHH·V DWWHQ�
tion and awareness. However, it is neither nec�
essary nor desirable to attempt to verify some 
memory of past behavior by soliciting the de�
tails. Having endorsed the DLC topic, examin�
ees have already acknowledged some memory, 
whether vague or explicit, of some past behav�
ior or incident that is consistent with the DLC 
topic. 

In this example DLC dialog, you can observe 
the use of IPT in that subtle emphasis is giv�
en to the word e[actly. The overt content of 
the communication conveys that the exam�
inee should not provide the details regarding 
the behavior and statements at the time, oth�
er persons involved, context or situation, and 
motivation. However, IPT makes use of the fact 
that people generally know what serious faults, 
transgressions, and shameful or embarrass�
ing details they would prefer never to reveal to 
others – especially strangers, colleagues and 
professionals who may exercise some form of 
MXGJPHQW� )RU H[DPSOH� WHOOLQJ D SHUVRQ ´it 
is not necessary for you to tell me your most 
Sersonally embarrassinJ and sKameful secretµ 
can produce the paradoxical or ironic effect of 
alerting or prompting their working memory 

The use of other DLC topics is also possible 
and DLC topics can sometimes be quite simi�
lar to PLC topics.

• Telling lies to people who loved or 
trusted you.

� 7HOOLQJ OLHV WR D IDPLO\ PHPEHU RU 
friend.

� 7HOOLQJ OLHV WR DQ\RQH LQ D 
position of authority. 

� 7HOOLQJ OLHV WR DYRLG 
consequences. 

2. Obtain the examinee’s assent and 
endorsement.

:Kat , Zant you to do is Must 
to tKinN carefully about your 
Sast� your entire lifetime� <ou� 
liNe all SeoSle must KaYe a lot of 
e[Seriences� Some Jreat� some 
not so Jreat� So noZ� Must tell me 
if you KaYe eYer Kad tKat tySe of 
e[Serience� +aYe you eYer done 
tKat or Kad tKat tySe of situation" 

If the DLC topic is introduced and normalized 
in the correct way – using comfortable words, 
comfortable language, and comfortable plati�
tudes – the examinee will answer <(S� or will 
indicate their assent or endorsement in some 
manner. If an examinee does not endorse a 
DLC topic, it is often best to simply discard the 
planned DLC and select an alternative topic. 
,W LV VRPHWLPHV XVHIXO IRU ÀHOG SUDFWLWLRQHUV WR 
have a short list of planned DLC topics along 
with another short list of alternative DLC top�
ics to use in the event that an examinee will 
not endorse one or more of the intended DLC 
topics. The following is an example of a list of 
alternative DLC topics.

• (YHU PDNLQJ HUURUV RU PLVWDNHV�

� 9LRODWLRQ RI WUDIÀF ODZV �PD\ QRW 
be useful in some cities or locales). 

� %HLQJ GLVOR\DO WR DQ\RQH� 

� (QJDJLQJ LQ OLHV RU GHFHSWLRQ�

� 'LVDSSRLQWLQJ DQ\RQH�

Alternate DLC topics may tend to be even 
more commonplace and simple than planned 
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to some awareness of details that were pre�
viously compartmentalized out of conscious 
awareness. Discussion of this type, using the 
principles of IPT, can prompt an examinee to 
recall important details, can do so in a manner 
that maintains the personal privacy and dig�
nity of the examinee, and is not intrusive into 
personal issues that are outside the scope of 
a required investigation. Moreover, IPT allows 
us to begin to rely on unstated information as 
a basis of response to DLC questions.

4. Instruct the examinee to answer NO. 

,t·s imSortant tKat you to listen 
carefully to tKis Tuestion� and 
maNe sure you ansZer 12� 'o you 
understand" 2.� let·s Sractice tKis 
Tuestion«

A strategy that is sometimes useful is to in�
struct the examinee to listen carefully or tKinN 
carefully at each stage of the process. This 
must be done skillfully to avoid adopting an 
authoritarian demeanor prior to PDD test data 
acquisition. Done effectively, it can convey im�
SRUWDQFH DQG LQFUHDVH DQ H[DPLQHH·V DZDUH�
ness of the need to listen carefully, and may 
also increase the attention and conscious 
DZDUHQHVV RI H[DPLQHH·V ZKR PD\ KDYH LQ�
tended on not listening carefully as a form of 
strategic faking. 

As discussed earlier, answering 12 to a DLC 
question may be incorrect, but is not, in an 
epistemological sense, an act of deception. In 
other words, the examinee is not attempting to 
deceive the examiner when answering 12 as 
LQVWUXFWHG� 6DLG GLIIHUHQWO\� D '/& TXHVWLRQ� 
DQG WKH H[DPLQHH·V UHVSRQVHV WR D '/& TXHV�
tion is a Srocedure. Answering 12 to a DLC 
question is incorrect, but is not actually a lie. 
This is in no way problematic, because the 
polygraph does not measure or detect lies Ser 
se� 3RO\JUDSK� OLNH RWKHU VFLHQWLÀF WHVWV� PHD�
VXUHV DQG TXDQWLÀHV UHVSRQVHV WR WHVW VWLPXOL 
DQG HQDEOH XV WR PDNH FDWHJRULFDO FODVVLÀFD�
tions based on probabilistic inferences and 
correlations. Regardless of this nuance, if the 
examinee refers to a 12 answer to a DLC ques�
tion as a lie it will be a convenience to accept 
WKH H[DPLQHH·V XVDJH� � SHUKDSV E\ UHVSRQG�
ing ´e[actly liNe tKatµ � DQG SURFHHG without 
admonishing or correcting this detail.

5. Review the question and practice the 
answer.

As an adult� did you eYer maNe a 
mistaNe and tKen NeeS a secret or 
tell a lie about it" �12�

Taking the time to carefully introduce each 
DLC question will ensure that examinees who 
are truthful or innocent, and who wish to co�
operate, are prepared to understand and par�
ticipate correctly in PDD testing. Although it 
may be possible to simply read a DLC ques�
tion and instruct the examinee to answer 
12 LQ D PDWWHU RI D IHZ VHFRQGV� VKRUW�FXW�
ting the introduction of DLC questions may 
increase the likelihood of problematic testing 
outcomes, including an unknown increase in 
potential for inconclusive results as well as for 
IDOVH�SRVLWLYH RU IDOVH�QHJDWLYH HUURU� $ FDUH�
fully developed understanding of DLC ques�
tions and DLC procedure is among the most 
important ways to maximize the effectiveness 
of the polygraph test. Additionally, beginning 
each DLC similarly (and different from the RQ) 
may help the examinee more quickly recognize 
the question as a one to which they must re�
spond incorrectly. This can be accomplished 
using time bars on DLC questions that differ 
from those of the RQs, and can also be done 
by strategically using phrases such as “did 
you...” or “did you ever...” for RQs and “have 
you ever...” for CQs. 

6. Repeat steps 1-5 separately for each DLC 
question.

Pay careful attention noZ� because 
Ze are JoinJ to reYieZ anotKer 
Tuestion similar to tKis one� but Must 
sliJKtly different in focus� 

It may be tempting to review and practice all 
DLC questions together, thereby relieving the 
burden of making a separate introduction, so�
liciting a separate endorsement and providing 
a separate instruction for each DLC. +oZeY�
er, tKis is not adYisable� The process of intro�
ducing DLC questions should be considered 
equally as important as the topic and content 
of the DLC questions and verbal answers to 
DLC questions. DLC questions themselves are 
unlikely to replace the role and importance of 
the polygraph examiner in assuring that each 
examinee correctly understands the content 
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PDD professionals who fully understand this 
SURFHVV ZLOO H[HFXWH LW LQ D QDWXUDO DQG ÁXLG 
dialog – without explicitly emphasizing or con�
veying the structure and organization. This 
will be the most effective way to encourage 
truthful and innocent persons to cooperate 
authentically during the test. An overly mech�
DQL]HG RU VWHS�E\�VWHS H[HFXWLRQ FDQ EHFRPH 
problematic in that it may encourage a simi�
ODU VWHS�E\�VWHS IRUP RI SDUWLFLSDWLRQ DQG UH�
sponse during testing, and this may contribute 
to the appearance of unnatural, inauthentic, 
or feigned behavioral responses during test�
ing. Although persons engaging in deception 
can often be expected to participate in ways 
WKDW DUH VXSHUÀFLDOO\ FRRSHUDWLYH� WKH JRDO RI 
the examiner will be to engage the examinee 
in a natural, though planned, dialog that will 
enable truthful and innocent persons to par�
ticipate in a cooperative and natural manner 
during the recording and acquisition of PDD 
test data.

An easily avoidable failure mode can occur 
when an examiner has become bored with the 
process (as if polygraph work could ever be�
come boring) and introduces the DLC ques�
tions while conveying the notion that they 
are not important and therefore deserve little 
time and attention. This is not limited to DLC 
questions, and can occur for all types of PDD 
questions. 7Ke caution aJainst Srofessional 
boredom cannot be oYerstated�

6RPH WUXWKIXO DQG LQQRFHQW H[DPLQHHV� EH�
cause of the stress and acuity of the PDD ex�
amination, can have a heightened sense of 
social vigilance and may take notice of profes�
sional boredom and rote behavior. This may 
inadvertently lead them to conclude that DLC 
questions are not important. Competent ex�
pert PDD professionals will remain interest�
ed in their work, including each exam, each 
examinee, each step in the process and each 
question. For this reason, as discussed above, 
we consider it best practice to introduce and 
review each DLC question individually, care�
IXOO\ DWWHQGLQJ WR WKH REMHFWLYHV RI WKH '/& 
process at each stage. The end goal of the ex�
aminer will be to engage the examinee in at�
tending to each of the DLC questions.

An important aspect of effective interviewing is 
the rapport or connection between persons. It 
is important to keep the dialogue and discus�

and the importance of the DLC questions. 
Taking the time to carefully (lather, rinse and 
repeat) introduce each DLC topic and question 
will provide an opportunity for an examiner to 
convey the importance of these questions, in 
the same way that carefully reviewing the RQs 
will ensure that examinees with understand 
and respond correctly to the topic or target of 
the investigation. 

7. Further explain the need for these 
questions.

7Ke reason , Zill asN you tKese 
Tuestions is tKis: , Zant to see 
ZKat your body does ZKen you 
ansZer tKese Tuestions� , Zant to 
NnoZ tKat your body is caSable 
of reactinJ correctly ZKen you lie 
to tKose otKer Tuestions� , Zant 
to NnoZ tKat you Zill react� ,f you 
your body doesn·t react to tKose 
Tuestions� you could Sossibly lie to 
tKe Tuestions about tKe �releYant 
issue� and remain un�noticed� and 
tKat Zould be a Sroblem� 1oZ� if 
for some reason your body cannot 
react correctly to tKese Tuestions� 
tKen tKat could be a Sroblem for 
you because you are JoinJ to KaYe 
an inconclusiYe test� ,f you are 
tellinJ tKe trutK today tKen you 
do not Zant an inconclusiYe test� 
because tKat is not a Sassed test� 
,f you are tellinJ tKe trutK about 
�releYant issue� tKen , Zant you 
to KaYe tKe best results Sossible� 
So� , Zant to obserYe and record 
ZKat KaSSens and KoZ you react 
ZKen you ansZer tKese Tuestions 
incorrectly� So� listen carefully 
to eacK of tKese Tuestions� and 
ansZer Must tKe Zay Ze KaYe 
discussed and Sracticed� ,t is not 
necessary to maNe your body do 
anytKinJ� Just maNe sure tKat you 
listen carefully to eYery Tuestion 
and ansZer ¶12· Must tKe Zay Ze 
KaYe discussed� :KetKer you are 
tellinJ tKe trutK or lyinJ your body 
Zill do ZKat it is suSSosed to do� 
'o you understand" 
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VLRQ QDWXUDO DQG ÁXLG WKURXJKRXW WKH LQWUR�
duction of the DLC questions – and through�
RXW WKH SUHWHVW LQWHUYLHZ� ([DPLQHUV VKRXOG 
strive to avoid a rigidly scripted presentation 
that can easily telegraph the fact that one is 
interYieZinJ�on�autoSilot� Interviewers who 
talN Sast� to� at or aboYe others will be at risk 
IRU PLVLQWHUSUHWLQJ VXSHUÀFLDO FRPSOLDQFH IRU 
rapport and will inevitably be less effective at 
than those who talk and listen ZitK others.

Summary and discussion

:H KDYH SURYLGHG D GLVFXVVLRQ RI ERWK 3/& 
and DLC questions, along with a parallel pro�
FHVV RXWOLQH IRU WKH WZR W\SHV RI &4V� :H KDYH 
DOVR EULHÁ\ GLVFXVVHG WKH DQDO\WLF WKHRU\ RI 
the PDD test, and a number of psychological 
discussions that can be applicable to both PLC 
and DLC questions. In addition, we introduce 
Ironic Process Theory as it applies to the PDD 
test and the introduction of DLC questions. 
Both PLC and DLC questions require skill, 
training and some experience. 

It is likely that both PLC and DLC questions 
will continue to be used in polyJUDSK ÀHOG 
practice, long into the future. However, DLC 
questions are easier to learn and easier to stan�
dardize because they are less dependent on 
LQGLYLGXDO SHUVRQDOLW\ RU H[DPLQHU VXEMHFWLYLW\ 
DV YDULDEOHV WKDW PD\ LQÁXHQFH WKHLU HIIHFWLYH 
XVH� '/&V KDYH EHHQ XVHG LQ ÀHOG SRO\JUDSK 
examinations for almost 60 years. Numerous 
studies have shown the effectiveness of DLC 
questions in different languages and cultures 
involving almost two dozen researchers and 
VFLHQWLVWV� LQFOXGLQJ ERWK ODERUDWRU\ DQG ÀHOG 
studies, and involving everything from mul�
tiple issue screening topics to the most seri�
ous crimes in society. PLC questions, though 
well established in both polygraph research 
DQG ÀHOG SUDFWLFH� ZLOO XOWLPDWHO\ Kave great�
er vulnerability to potential problems such as 
stomSinJ�tKe�C4s wherein a test may be load�
HG IRU WUXWKIXO RXWFRPHV E\ RYHU�GLVFXVVLRQ 
RU RYHU�HPSKDVLV RQ 3/& FRQWHQW�  $GGLWLRQ�
ally, they may be vulnerable to criticisms of 
soft�sellinJ PLCs wherein a test may be loaded 
to produce deceptive results, especially when 
an examiner uses the polygraph only as a Sro 
forma IRU LQWHUURJDWLRQ DQG RQO\ EULHÁ\ GLV�
cusses the PLC questions. DLC questions, be�
FDXVH WKH\ DUH OHVV GHSHQGHQW XSRQ WKH LQÁX�

ence of personality and persona on the tactical 
aspects of psychosocial manipulation, appear 
to offer greater potential for standardization 
– and there are favorable reports from poly�
JUDSK ÀHOG SUDFWLWLRQHUV ZKR PDNH XVH RI DX�
tomation in both the pretest introduction and 
LQ�WHVW SUHVHQWDWLRQ RI '/& TXHVWLRQV� 

Although not discussed at great length, IPT 
may also be helpful to understanding the psy�
chological basis of PLC questions, as well as 
to understanding other known phenomena 
GXULQJ 3'' LQWHUYLHZLQJ DQG WHVWLQJ�  ([DP�
ples include why the discussion of breathing 
activity may contribute to increased prob�
OHPV ZLWK UHVSLUDWLRQ GDWD �*RRGVRQ HW DO�� 
2014) and why innocent persons who attempt 
countermeasure may increase their chanc�
es of producing test data that is interpreted 
as indicative of deception (Handler, Honts & 
*RRGVRQ� ����� 1HOVRQ� ����� 15&� ������ ,37 
may also provide a mechanism for increased 
understanding of the responses of deceptive 
persons when answering relevant questions 
during PDD testing, but that is beyond the 
scope of this manuscript and may be a topic 
for another publication. 

IPT is a simple theory with potentially simple 
mechanisms for usage in the PDD context, 
with practical application to DLC questions. 
:H VKRZHG D VHULHV RI VDPSOH GLDORJXHV IRU 
the process of introducing DLC questions us�
ing IPT, and provided explanations and ratio�
nale for effective usage along with points of  
caution about potential misunderstanding and  
misuse. These examples, and the related dis�
cussion and information are not intended to 
be taken as dogma, and should not be inter�
preted as intended to convey the only correct 
way to make effective use of DLC questions. 
There are, without doubt, other ways to intro�
duce both DLC and PLC questions. Also, al�
though it is sometimes necessary and helpful 
WR GLVFXVV ÁDZV LQ RXU DSSOLHG WKHRULHV DQG 
hypotheses as these become known, we do not, 
at this time, suggest that IPT or any theory is  
superior to other viable theories as applied to 
the PDD testing context. There are, without 
doubt, a variety of psychological theories that 
can be applied to PDD testing. It is our view 
that IPT is compatible with other operation�
DO WKHRULHV VXFK DV PHQWDO�HIIRUW DQG JRDO�DW�
WDLQPHQW� DQG WKDW LW FDQ EH XVHIXO WR ÀHOG 



48

Nelson, Handler, Prado, Blalock   

Polygraph & Forensic Credibility Assessment , 2020, 49 (1)

practitioners to add another layer of interest�
ing discussion to our present understanding 
of both DLC and PLC questions. 

The CQT remains the most commonly used 
form of polygraph technique for both diag�
nostic and screening polygraphs. Part of the 
reason for the prevalence of this is that CQT 
formats are easily amenable to numerical and 
statistical analysis methods that have served 
WR PDNH WKH SRO\JUDSK WHVW PRUH REMHFWLYH DQG 
make polygraph test results more reliable and 
reproducible. Despite decades of use in both 
UHVHDUFK DQG ÀHOG SUDFWLFH� VRPH FRQIXVLRQ 
SHUVLVWV DURXQG ERWK 3/& DQG '/& ÀHOG SUDF�
tices. The most obvious point of confusion is 
whether the polygraph records, measures, or 
detects lies Ser se; it does not. Another point 
of confusion and discussion has been the psy�
chological basis of responses to RQs and CQs. 
It is our hope that discussion of DLC question, 
and this introduction to IPT, will be of some 
value. 

$OO VFLHQWLÀF WHVWV DUH LQWHQGHG WR TXDQWLI\ 

some phenomena of interest that cannot be 

VXEMHFW WR SHUIHFW GHWHUPLQLVWLF REVHUYDWLRQ 

or direct physical measurement. All scientif�

ic tests make use of proxy information that 

is correlated with those phenomena of inter�

HVW� WKRXJK QRW RI LWVHOI WKH SKHQRPHQD� 6FL�

HQWLÀF WHVWV DUH QRW H[SHFWHG WR EH LQIDOOLEOH� 

and are only expected to quantify the level of 

FRQÀGHQFH� PDUJLQ RI XQFHUWDLQW\� RU VWUHQJWK 

of information in support of a conclusion or 

test result. Amenability of the polygraph test 

to reliable forms of analysis is, in large part, 

a function of the PLC and DLC questions. It 

is our hope that this manuscript may help 

WR ÀOO D JDS LQ SXEOLVKHG LQIRUPDWLRQ WKDW UH�

ÁHFWV FRQWHPSRUDU\ NQRZOHGJH DQG FRQWHPSR�

UDU\ 3'' ÀHOG SUDFWLFH ZLWK WKH &47 DQG '/& 

questions. 
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