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The Globe and Mail, September 4, 1996

The detection of lies
Re Russell Wodell's letter Test Only Measures Stress (Aug. 31):

When polygraph examiners refer to their procedure as a "test," many believe that this is a standardized psychological test like, for instance, the IQ test.

Mr. Wodell is right to compare the lie detec​tor to the examination of animal entrails, but both he and the headline to his letter mislead in referring to the procedure as a "test." Rather, it is an unstandardized dynamic interview. Some of the questions asked are made up on the spot by the examiner on the basis of the interview he has conducted with the ex​aminee. The content and length of the inter​view are determined by the examiner's hun​ches about the examinee's guilt or innocence.

Suspects in a criminal investigation who "volunteer" to take such a "test" are not giv​ing informed consent, but are unwittingly submitting to a potentially powerful psycho​logical interrogation of indeterminate length.  One such lie-detection "test" that I testified about, as an expert witness, lasted eight hours. Moreover, these interrogations can induce false confessions about even the most serious of crimes.
Only in the sense that duels in the past were regarded as tests of the truth are North American polygraphic examinations "tests," and that sense of the term "test" is nonsense.
John J. Furedy, Professor of Psychology

University of Toronto

