Practical Polygraph: In-test Instructions and
Admonition

by Raymond Nelson

Polygraph examinees will maximize
their chances of producing a highly
accurate and favorable test outcome
if they are behaviorally cooperative
during testing. Cooperation during
testing contributes to the production
of normal and interpretable test data.
Despite receiving thorough infor-
mation during the pretest interview,
some polygraph examinees may ben-
efit from additional instruction or ad-
monition, during the in-test recording
phase of the examination, about the
importance of behavioral cooperation
during testing.

Circumstances that may require ad-
ditional in-test instruction can stem
from a variety of causes. Some exam-
inees may under-appreciate the seri-
ousness and importance of the infor-
mation and instruction they receive
during the polygraph pretest inter-
view, and may exhibit unexpected in-
test behavior that could compromise
their chances of producing a favorable
test outcome. Other examinees may
choose to be uncooperative during
testing — with the goal of disrupting
or interfering with the effectiveness of
their polygraph test results. Other con-
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ditions may also manifest in observ-
able problems with an examinee’s in-
test behavior. Regardless of the cause,
all counterproductive in-test behavior
can result in an examiner providing
additional in-test instruction, informa-
tion, or admonition in attempt to help
the examinee cooperate more suc-
cessfully.

Innocent and truthful polygraph ex-
aminees can benefit from an exam-
iner’s in-test instruction if the infor-
mation is provided in a helpful and
professional manner that neither com-
promises the objectivity of the test nor
further disrupts the examinee’s ability
to cooperate and attend to the testing
context. Of course, or some examin-
ees — especially those whose non-co-
operation disruptive behavior is stra-
tegic or intentional — it is possible that
no amount of additional information
will improve their in-test behavior and
cooperation.

Some deceptive examinees, and some
characterologically manipulative indi-
viduals, may approach the polygraph
test with a conscious plan or strategy
to attempt to circumvent the effec-
tiveness of the examination. It is also
possible that some intuitively ma-
nipulative persons may prefer to ap-
proach the testing context without
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a fixed plan, and may instead adapt
their disruptive strategies in situ to
the persona and style of the examiner.
All polygraph examinees who are in-
tentionally disruptive or manipulative
may share common goals or employ
common strategies.

Disruptive goals may include: 1) re-
maining unobserved while engag-
ing in a disruptive activity, 2) creating
the impression that the disruptive
or non-cooperative activity is an un-
avoidable, and therefore tolerable,
aspect of the individual's normal
functioning, 3) habituating an exam-
iner into a state of tolerance for dis-
ruptive or non-cooperative behavior
that may increase as the testing pro-
cess proceeds, or 4) adopting a form
of victim-stance based on the premise
that observed problematic behavior
and non-cooperation is the result of
over-stimulation by an authoritarian,
confrontational or accusatory examin-
er.

In the absence of clairvoyance and
mind-reading capabilities, it will be
generally impossible for an exam-
iner to know the exact cause of any
observed disruptive in-test behavior
with absolute certainty. For this rea-
son, skillful polygraph examiners will
attempt to address all counterproduc-



tive in-test behavior in a calm, rational
and professional manner that will be
helpful to examinees who desire to
cooperate successfully. The manner of
in which an examiner addresses ob-
servable problematic in-test behavior
should not contribute to other sec-
ondary problems such as an examin-
ee becoming increasingly focused on,
or fearful of, the examiner instead of
attending to the test stimuli.

Done effectively, in-test instruction
and admonition can be an addition
source of useful for both structured
analysis and unstructured profession-
al intuition about the likely causes of
an observed in-test behavior. Possi-
ble causes, in simplistic terms, can in-
clude systematic or strategic intent to
disrupt the test, but may also involve
random or involuntary factors. The
challenge will be for an examiner to
differentiate between examinees’'who
cannot cooperate from those who will-
not cooperate.

What to do.

e Give in-test instructions in a man-
ner that is helpful to the examinee
and respectful of the examinee’s
human dignity.

« Refrain from accusing the ex-
aminee, during the in-test

phase, of intentional disrup-
tion. Instead, confrontation
and accusation may be more
appropriate during the post-
test, after the completion of
the recording and analysis of all
test data.

e Give in-test instructions in a man-
ner that conveys an interest in the
most favorable test outcome for
the examinee.

« Do not confront observed
problem behavior in a manner
that is likely to result in inter-
personal reactivity or fear of
the person or persona of the
examiner.

e Give in-test instructions in a man-
ner that conveys information that
the examinee can use to make ef-
fective and cooperative behavioral
choices during the test.

« Refrain from attempts to guess
or describe precisely what be-
havior an examinee may have
engaged in.

e Repeat any in-testinstruction once
if necessary.

- Do not escalate the intensity of
any repeated instruction, and
do not give in-test instruction
more than twice. Instead, all in-
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test instructions and admoni-
tions should be provided with
the same neutral and authori-
tative attitude of respect.

Annotate all in-test instruction and

admonitions.

« Continue to annotate without
additional instruction if an ob-
served problematic or non-co-
operative behavior persists af-
ter two in-test instructions.

Consider terminating and re-start-
ing a chart if a problem can be rec-
tified with additional discussion or
instruction.

- Do not arbitrarily render a de-
ceptive conclusion prior to the
recording and analysis of all
test data. If necessary, stop the
exam and review the informa-
tion and instructions so that an
examinees will know how to
cooperate successfully if they
wish to do so.

Document in the polygraph report

any disruptive or non-cooperative

behavior that was observed to per-

sist after repeated admonition or

instruction.

« Do not summarily terminate an
examination due to persistent
non-cooperation. Premature
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termination of an examination
may be necessary in extreme
cases, but may resultin a lack of
recorded data to supportan an-
alytic conclusion or profession-
al judgment about likely causes
of the observed problems.

Examples of effective in-test admo-
nition and instruction.

e |t's important that you do not
move during the test.

e |t's important that you do not
change your answers during the
test.

e [t'simportant that you do not talk
during the test.

e [t’'simportant that you do not take
deep breaths during the test ques-
tions.

This manner of in-test instruction is
informative and helpful to those poly-
graph examinees that desire to co-
operate successfully with the testing
process. Though there are times and
places where direct confrontation (i.e.,
pointing out a problem) is useful and
effective, during the in-test phase of
a polygraph exam - prior to the com-
plete recording of all test data - may
not be an ideal use of a communica-
tion strategy that involves the expres-
sion of a professional conclusion.



Conclusions about the meaning of ob-
served in-test behavior and recorded
test data cannot be rendered until the
test is complete. Effective in-test in-
structions will be provided in the form
of important information that is stra-
tegically and intentionally non-con-
frontational and non-accusatory. This
type of instruction can also be used to
reinforce an examinee’s awareness of
the importance of cooperation during
testing, even in the absence of prob-
lematic in-test behavior. Virtually any
in-test instruction or admonition can
be stated in an informative manner.

In-test instructions done in an infor-
mative manner - “It's important that
you X" — may improve the abilities of
truthful persons to produce favorable
test outcomes. Compared to direct
and accusatory confrontation, this
manner of instruction is authoritative
without becoming authoritarian. This
type of in-test instruction serves to in-
form the examinee about the solution
or corrective action that is needed.
Equally important, the provision in-
test admonitions in the form of useful
information is not likely to result in in-
creased defensiveness and interper-
sonal reactivity.

For normal functioning examinee’s
who are provided in-test instruction

and admonition in a helpful, respect-
ful and informative manner - in ad-
dition to receiving clear information
and instruction during the polygraph
pretest interview - the persistence of
observed problematic behavior after
repeated instruction can be docu-
mented in the examination notes or
examination report. Of course, there
may be some persons examinees who
are unable to cooperate normally with
polygraph testing processes due to
medical, psychiatric or developmen-
tal reasons, and examiners should ex-
ercise due caution in any decision to
attempt to examine these persons.
When in-test instructions are pro-
vided in a helpful and information-
al manner that reduces the potential
for defensiveness or interpersonal re-
activity, the persistence of observed
problematic in-test behavior can be-
come a useful basis of information to
support professional intuition or an-
alytic conclusions about those exam-
inees whose intent may have been to
disrupt the effectiveness of their poly-
graph examinations.
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