
BackgroundBackground Polygraphyis usedPolygraphyis used

increasingly in the treatment andincreasingly inthe treatment and

supervision of sexoffenders, but littlesupervision of sexoffenders, but little

researchhas addressed its accuracyinthisresearchhas addressed its accuracyin this

setting, or linked accuracy withutility.setting, or linked accuracy withutility.

AimsAims To investigate the utility andTo investigate the utility and

accuracyof polygraphyinpost-convictionaccuracyof polygraphyinpost-conviction

testingof community-based sexoffenders.testingofcommunity-based sexoffenders.

MethodMethod A self-reportmeasureA self-reportmeasure

examined the experiences of offendersexamined the experiences of offenders

with polygraphy.with polygraphy.

ResultsResults Based on self-report, theBased on self-report, the

polygraph’s accuracywas approximatelypolygraph’s accuracywas approximately

85%.False negatives and false positives85%.False negatives and false positives

werenot associatedwith demographicwerenot associatedwith demographic

characteristics, personality variables orcharacteristics, personality variables or

IQ.Themajorityof offenders found theIQ.Themajorityof offenders found the

polygraphto behelpful in bothtreatmentpolygraphto be helpful in bothtreatment

and supervision.Ninepercentofoffendersand supervision.Ninepercentofoffenders

claimed to havemade false disclosures;claimed to havemade false disclosures;

these individuals hadhigher scores onthese individuals hadhigher scores on

ratings of neuroticismand lower scores onratings of neuroticismandlower scores on

ratings of conscientiousness.ratings of conscientiousness.

ConclusionsConclusions These results supporttheThese results supportthe

view thatthe polygraph is both accurateview thatthe polygraph is both accurate

anduseful in the treatment andanduseful in the treatment and

supervision of sexoffenders.supervision of sexoffenders.
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The polygraph has been proposed as a use-The polygraph has been proposed as a use-

ful tool in the treatment and supervision offul tool in the treatment and supervision of

sex offenders (Blasingame, 1998; Grubinsex offenders (Blasingame, 1998; Grubin

et alet al, 2004). Proponents argue that it, 2004). Proponents argue that it

provides clinicians with more reliableprovides clinicians with more reliable

sexual histories, more complete and accu-sexual histories, more complete and accu-

rate offence descriptions, and a greaterrate offence descriptions, and a greater

likelihood of identifying high-risk behav-likelihood of identifying high-risk behav-

iours, enabling intervention to take placeiours, enabling intervention to take place

before re-before re-offending occurs. Many Americanoffending occurs. Many American

states require sex offenders to undergostates require sex offenders to undergo

regular polygraph examinations as a condi-regular polygraph examinations as a condi-

tion of probation or parole, and similartion of probation or parole, and similar

measures are being considered in England.measures are being considered in England.

Although research conducted in so-calledAlthough research conducted in so-called

post-conviction settings is supportive, thepost-conviction settings is supportive, the

focus has been on utility rather than accu-focus has been on utility rather than accu-

racy. However, if polygraphy is not parti-racy. However, if polygraphy is not parti-

cularly accurate, then utility will becularly accurate, then utility will be

compromised as those examined come tocompromised as those examined come to

believe that the polygraph does not work.believe that the polygraph does not work.

In the study reported here, offenders’ self-In the study reported here, offenders’ self-

report is used to assess the accuracy andreport is used to assess the accuracy and

utility of post-conviction polygraph testing.utility of post-conviction polygraph testing.

METHODMETHOD

ParticipantsParticipants

Three hundred and twenty-one sex offen-Three hundred and twenty-one sex offen-

ders participating in community-basedders participating in community-based

treatment programmes in the Americantreatment programmes in the American

state of Georgia were approached, ofstate of Georgia were approached, of

whom 176 (55%), including 3 women,whom 176 (55%), including 3 women,

agreed to take part. Ages ranged from 18agreed to take part. Ages ranged from 18

years to 82 years (mean 40, s.d.years to 82 years (mean 40, s.d.¼12.6).12.6).

Of these 176 participants, 144 were WhiteOf these 176 participants, 144 were White

(82%), 28 were African American (16%)(82%), 28 were African American (16%)

and 4 were from other ethnic backgrounds.and 4 were from other ethnic backgrounds.

One hundred and fifty (85%) of the offen-One hundred and fifty (85%) of the offen-

ders had been convicted of contact sexualders had been convicted of contact sexual

offences, of whom 137 (78%) had offendedoffences, of whom 137 (78%) had offended

against child victims, 12 (7%) against adultagainst child victims, 12 (7%) against adult

victims and 1 against both. Sixteen (9%)victims and 1 against both. Sixteen (9%)

participants were convicted of non-contactparticipants were convicted of non-contact

sexual offences, 8 (5%) were awaiting trialsexual offences, 8 (5%) were awaiting trial

and 2 (1%) had not been convicted of aand 2 (1%) had not been convicted of a

sexual crime. The mean length of time insexual crime. The mean length of time in

sex offender treatment was 23.5 monthssex offender treatment was 23.5 months

(s.d.(s.d.¼23, range 1–120).23, range 1–120).

RiskRisk

One hundred and sixty-one participantsOne hundred and sixty-one participants

were scored on Static-99 (Hanson &were scored on Static-99 (Hanson &

Thornton, 2000), a widely used actuarialThornton, 2000), a widely used actuarial

instrument that provides an estimate ofinstrument that provides an estimate of

the probability of sexual and violent recidi-the probability of sexual and violent recidi-

vism for adult males (the other 15 individ-vism for adult males (the other 15 individ-

uals could not be scored on thisuals could not be scored on this

instrument). Ten individuals were scoredinstrument). Ten individuals were scored

by two raters unaware of each other’s re-by two raters unaware of each other’s re-

sults, with perfect agreement betweensults, with perfect agreement between

them. Based on Static-99 ratings for thesethem. Based on Static-99 ratings for these

161 individuals, 93 participants (58%)161 individuals, 93 participants (58%)

were assessed as low risk, 46 (29%) aswere assessed as low risk, 46 (29%) as

medium-low risk, 19 (12%) as medium-medium-low risk, 19 (12%) as medium-

high risk and 3 (2%) as high riskhigh risk and 3 (2%) as high risk..

PersonalityPersonality

The Revised NEO Personality InventoryThe Revised NEO Personality Inventory

(NEO; Costa & McCrae, 1992) is a self-(NEO; Costa & McCrae, 1992) is a self-

report questionnaire that assesses normalreport questionnaire that assesses normal

personality dimensions based on a five-personality dimensions based on a five-

factor model: neuroticism (N), extraversionfactor model: neuroticism (N), extraversion

(E),(E), openness to experience (O), agreeable-openness to experience (O), agreeable-

ness (A) and conscientiousness (C). Validness (A) and conscientiousness (C). Valid

NEO profiles were obtained for 152 parti-NEO profiles were obtained for 152 parti-

cipants (86%). Overall, scores were in thecipants (86%). Overall, scores were in the

high range for neuroticism (mean 87,high range for neuroticism (mean 87,

s.d.s.d.¼21), the average range for extra-21), the average range for extra-

version (mean 101, s.d.version (mean 101, s.d.¼16) and agreeable-16) and agreeable-

ness (mean 120, s.d.ness (mean 120, s.d.¼15) and in the low15) and in the low

range for openness (mean 100, s.d.range for openness (mean 100, s.d.¼15)15)

and conscientiousness (mean 114, s.d.and conscientiousness (mean 114, s.d.¼17).17).

IQIQ

The second edition of the National AdultThe second edition of the National Adult

Reading Test (NART–2; Nelson &Reading Test (NART–2; Nelson &

Willison, 1991) was used to provide anWillison, 1991) was used to provide an

estimate of IQ. Thirteen participants didestimate of IQ. Thirteen participants did

not complete this test. For the remainingnot complete this test. For the remaining

sample the mean IQ was 102 (s.d.sample the mean IQ was 102 (s.d.¼11.9,11.9,

range 75–128).range 75–128).

Previous experiencesPrevious experiences
of the polygraphof the polygraph

A 12-item survey, the Previous ExperiencesA 12-item survey, the Previous Experiences

of the Polygraph Questionnaire (PEPQ),of the Polygraph Questionnaire (PEPQ),

was developed for the study to gatherwas developed for the study to gather

descriptive information about participants’descriptive information about participants’

previous experiences and perceptions ofprevious experiences and perceptions of

the polygraph (the PEPQ is included as athe polygraph (the PEPQ is included as a

supplement to the online version of this pa-supplement to the online version of this pa-

per). The questionnaire is divided into threeper). The questionnaire is divided into three

sections. The first section addresses falsesections. The first section addresses false

positive and false negative rates, falsepositive and false negative rates, false
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admissions and the use of countermeasures;admissions and the use of countermeasures;

the second addresses the extent to whichthe second addresses the extent to which

the participants consider the polygraph tothe participants consider the polygraph to

be helpful in assisting them to avoid risk be-be helpful in assisting them to avoid risk be-

haviours and re-offending and to engage inhaviours and re-offending and to engage in

treatment; and the third section investigatestreatment; and the third section investigates

the participants’ perceptions of polygraphthe participants’ perceptions of polygraph

accuracy (further information availableaccuracy (further information available

from the author on request).from the author on request).

ProcedureProcedure

All participants were taking part in treat-All participants were taking part in treat-

ment programmes in which polygraphyment programmes in which polygraphy

was a condition of participation, and werewas a condition of participation, and were

approached while attending their regularapproached while attending their regular

treatment groups. They were informed thattreatment groups. They were informed that

the purpose of the research was to investi-the purpose of the research was to investi-

gate the value of the polygraph in a post-gate the value of the polygraph in a post-

conviction context. They were assured ofconviction context. They were assured of

confidentiality, and all gave their signedconfidentiality, and all gave their signed

informed consent. Participants were seeninformed consent. Participants were seen

on a single occasion for up to 60 min, dur-on a single occasion for up to 60 min, dur-

ing which they completed the PEPQ, eithering which they completed the PEPQ, either

by themselves or with other participants.by themselves or with other participants.

They were then interviewed about theirThey were then interviewed about their

present circumstances and past experiencespresent circumstances and past experiences

of the polygraph; the NART–2 wasof the polygraph; the NART–2 was

administered at this time.administered at this time.

Ethical approvalEthical approval

The study was submitted to the Northum-The study was submitted to the Northum-

berland, Tyne and Wear research ethicsberland, Tyne and Wear research ethics

committee. Because the study was carriedcommittee. Because the study was carried

out in the USA it fell outwith theout in the USA it fell outwith the

committee’s remit, but its memebrs indi-committee’s remit, but its memebrs indi-

cated that it would have been consideredcated that it would have been considered

favourably. This was taken into accountfavourably. This was taken into account

by each treatment centre in its review ofby each treatment centre in its review of

the protocol.the protocol.

RESULTSRESULTS

Self-reported accuracySelf-reported accuracy

Altogether, 174 offenders provided infor-Altogether, 174 offenders provided infor-

mation about previous polygraph tests. Ofmation about previous polygraph tests. Of

these, 126 (72%) reported completing athese, 126 (72%) reported completing a

total of 263 polygraph tests while ontotal of 263 polygraph tests while on

probation; the remaining 48 individualsprobation; the remaining 48 individuals

(28%) had not yet had their first polygraph(28%) had not yet had their first polygraph

examination, but were scheduled to do so.examination, but were scheduled to do so.

Participants reported that in 225 (86%) ofParticipants reported that in 225 (86%) of

their completed tests they had told thetheir completed tests they had told the

truth, and that they were deceptive in 38truth, and that they were deceptive in 38

(14%); according to them, the polygraph(14%); according to them, the polygraph

outcome on these tests was ‘no deceptionoutcome on these tests was ‘no deception

indicated’ in 197 (75%) and ‘deceptionindicated’ in 197 (75%) and ‘deception

indicated’ in 66 (25%) (Table 1), giving aindicated’ in 66 (25%) (Table 1), giving a

false positive rate of 15%, a false negativefalse positive rate of 15%, a false negative

rate of 16% and an overall accuracy ofrate of 16% and an overall accuracy of

85%. Based on self-report, the specificity85%. Based on self-report, the specificity

of the tests (correctly detecting truthfulness)of the tests (correctly detecting truthfulness)

was 85% and the sensitivity (correctlywas 85% and the sensitivity (correctly

detecting deception) was 84%. It can alsodetecting deception) was 84%. It can also

be seen from Table 1 that in the 197 testsbe seen from Table 1 that in the 197 tests

in which offenders reported the outcomein which offenders reported the outcome

as being ‘no deception indicated’, they saidas being ‘no deception indicated’, they said

that this was correct in 191 (97%) of casesthat this was correct in 191 (97%) of cases

(the negative predictive accuracy), whereas(the negative predictive accuracy), whereas

in the 66 ‘deception indicated’ tests, thisin the 66 ‘deception indicated’ tests, this

was correct in only 32 cases (48%) (thewas correct in only 32 cases (48%) (the

positive predictive accuracy). The deceptivepositive predictive accuracy). The deceptive

individual is 5.57 times (95% CI 3.97–individual is 5.57 times (95% CI 3.97–

7.82) more likely to be labelled deceptive7.82) more likely to be labelled deceptive

than is the truthful one, whereas the truth-than is the truthful one, whereas the truth-

ful individual is 5.37 times (95% CI 2.57–ful individual is 5.37 times (95% CI 2.57–

11.23) more likely to be labelled truthful11.23) more likely to be labelled truthful

than the deceptive one. The receiver operat-than the deceptive one. The receiver operat-

ing characteristic area under the curveing characteristic area under the curve

(AUC) is 0.85.(AUC) is 0.85.

When the 126 individuals who hadWhen the 126 individuals who had

taken polygraph tests are considered rathertaken polygraph tests are considered rather

than the number of tests they reported com-than the number of tests they reported com-

pleting, 27 (21%) stated that they had beenpleting, 27 (21%) stated that they had been

wrongly reported as deceptive when tellingwrongly reported as deceptive when telling

the truth on at least one occasion, and 6the truth on at least one occasion, and 6

(5%) that they had been wrongly reported(5%) that they had been wrongly reported

as being truthful when they had in fact beenas being truthful when they had in fact been

lying (Table 2). There was no overlaplying (Table 2). There was no overlap

between these individuals.between these individuals.

False positive casesFalse positive cases

Individuals who reported telling the truthIndividuals who reported telling the truth

but were wrongly labelled as deceptivebut were wrongly labelled as deceptive

(false positive;(false positive; nn=27) were compared with=27) were compared with

those who said they had been correctlythose who said they had been correctly

classified as telling the truth (true negative;classified as telling the truth (true negative;

nn=64), as well as with those who reported=64), as well as with those who reported

being correctly detected as being deceptivebeing correctly detected as being deceptive

(true positive;(true positive; nn=29). Relevant variables=29). Relevant variables

were grouped into two categories: historicalwere grouped into two categories: historical

(age, ethnic origin, previous psychological(age, ethnic origin, previous psychological

and psychiatric history, educational attain-and psychiatric history, educational attain-

ment, number of previous polygraph tests,ment, number of previous polygraph tests,

and risk) and psychologicaland risk) and psychological (personality,(personality,

IQ). Univariate analyses did not yield anyIQ). Univariate analyses did not yield any

significant difference between the groupssignificant difference between the groups

in respect of any of these variables.in respect of any of these variables.

False negative casesFalse negative cases

Individuals who claimed they had beenIndividuals who claimed they had been

deceptive but were classified as ‘no decep-deceptive but were classified as ‘no decep-

tion indicated’ (false negative;tion indicated’ (false negative; nn=6) were=6) were

compared with those who reported beingcompared with those who reported being

deceptive but accurately labelled as suchdeceptive but accurately labelled as such

(true positive;(true positive; nn=29), and with those who=29), and with those who

said they had been correctly labelled assaid they had been correctly labelled as

non-deceptive (true negative;non-deceptive (true negative; nn=64).=64).

Univariate analyses did not yield anyUnivariate analyses did not yield any

significant results.significant results.

UtilityUtility

Of the 126 offenders who had been poly-Of the 126 offenders who had been poly-

graph tested, 114 fully completed thegraph tested, 114 fully completed the

PEPQ. Of these 114, 50 (44%) reportedPEPQ. Of these 114, 50 (44%) reported

that they were more truthful with their pro-that they were more truthful with their pro-

bation officers and treatment providersbation officers and treatment providers

than they otherwise would have been be-than they otherwise would have been be-

cause of the polygraph; 39 (34%) reportedcause of the polygraph; 39 (34%) reported

that it assisted them in being more truthfulthat it assisted them in being more truthful

about their behaviour to family and friends.about their behaviour to family and friends.

Similar results were found in relation to theSimilar results were found in relation to the

45 participants who had not yet been tested45 participants who had not yet been tested

and fully completed the PEPQ, with 20and fully completed the PEPQ, with 20

(44%) and 16 (36%) respectively indicating(44%) and 16 (36%) respectively indicating

that the expectation of a polygraph testthat the expectation of a polygraph test

increased their disclosures to probationincreased their disclosures to probation

officers and to family and friends.officers and to family and friends.

Regarding behaviours associated withRegarding behaviours associated with

offending, 71 (56%) of the 126 individualsoffending, 71 (56%) of the 126 individuals

who had previously been polygraph testedwho had previously been polygraph tested

reported that the polygraph was moder-reported that the polygraph was moder-

ately to extremelyately to extremely helpful in assistinghelpful in assisting

them to avoid re-them to avoid re-offending, 80 (63%)offending, 80 (63%)
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Table 1Table 1 Self-reported accuracy rates for post-Self-reported accuracy rates for post-

conviction polygraph examinationsbased on numberconviction polygraph examinationsbased on number

of testsof tests

Self-reportSelf-report

Polygraph test resultPolygraph test result DeceptiveDeceptive TruthfulTruthful TotalTotal

Deception indicatedDeception indicated 3232 3434 6666

No deceptionNo deception

indicatedindicated

66 191191 197197

TotalTotal 3838 225225 263263

False positive rate15%; false negative rate, 16%;False positive rate15%; false negative rate, 16%;
sensitivity 84%; specificity 85%; positive predictive valuesensitivity 84%; specificity 85%; positive predictive value
48%; negative predictive value 97%; area under curve48%; negative predictive value 97%; area under curve
0.85 (95% CI 0.77^0.92).0.85 (95% CI 0.77^0.92).

Table 2Table 2 Self-reported accuracy rates for post-Self-reported accuracy rates for post-

conviction polygraph examinations based onconviction polygraph examinations based on

individuals tested, some testedmore than onceindividuals tested, some testedmore than once

Self-reportSelf-report

Polygraph test resultPolygraph test result DeceptiveDeceptive TruthfulTruthful TotalTotal

Deception indicatedDeception indicated 2929 2727 5656

No deceptionNo deception

indicatedindicated

66 6464 7070

TotalTotal 3535 9191 126126

False positive rate 30%; false negative rate17%;False positive rate 30%; false negative rate17%;
sensitivity 83%; specificity 70%; positive predictive valuesensitivity 83%; specificity 70%; positive predictive value
53%; negative predictive value 91%.53%; negative predictive value 91%.



ACCURACY AND UTILIT Y OF POLYGRAPH TEST INGACCURACY AND UTILIT Y OF POLYGRAPH TESTING

that it was useful in assisting them to avoidthat it was useful in assisting them to avoid

risk behaviours and 84 (67%) that it wasrisk behaviours and 84 (67%) that it was

generally helpful in respect of treatment;generally helpful in respect of treatment;

similar responses were given by thosesimilar responses were given by those

awaiting their first examinations (Fig. 1).awaiting their first examinations (Fig. 1).

Information was available for 173 menInformation was available for 173 men

regarding specific risk behaviours: 57 indi-regarding specific risk behaviours: 57 indi-

viduals (33%) reported that they were lessviduals (33%) reported that they were less

likely to masturbate to deviant (offence-likely to masturbate to deviant (offence-

related) fantasies, 53 (31%) that they wererelated) fantasies, 53 (31%) that they were

less likely to have contact with children orless likely to have contact with children or

potential victims, 47 (27%) that their usepotential victims, 47 (27%) that their use

of drugs and alcohol was reduced, and 44of drugs and alcohol was reduced, and 44

(25%) that they were less likely to use or(25%) that they were less likely to use or

buy pornography. However, a significantlybuy pornography. However, a significantly

greater proportion of those who had under-greater proportion of those who had under-

gone polygraph testing, compared withgone polygraph testing, compared with

those awaiting their first test, reported thatthose awaiting their first test, reported that

they were less likely to visit places to viewthey were less likely to visit places to view

children (37children (37 vv. 5,. 5, ww22¼5.9, d.f.5.9, d.f.¼1,1, PP¼0.01)0.01)

and to engage in other more general risk be-and to engage in other more general risk be-

haviours (18haviours (18 vv. 1,. 1, ww22¼4.2, d.f.4.2, d.f.¼1,1, PP¼0.04).0.04).

Information was available for 165 menInformation was available for 165 men

regarding their perception of the accuracyregarding their perception of the accuracy

of the polygraph. No difference was foundof the polygraph. No difference was found

between participants who had previouslybetween participants who had previously

had a polygraph test and those who hadhad a polygraph test and those who had

not. Overall, 16 participants (10%) consid-not. Overall, 16 participants (10%) consid-

ered it to be no more accurate than chance,ered it to be no more accurate than chance,

15 (9%) ‘slightly’ accurate, 73 (44%)15 (9%) ‘slightly’ accurate, 73 (44%)

‘moderately’ accurate and 63 (38%) as‘moderately’ accurate and 63 (38%) as

being ‘quite’ to ‘extremely’ accuratebeing ‘quite’ to ‘extremely’ accurate..

SanctionsSanctions

Twenty-seven (22%) out of 121 men whoTwenty-seven (22%) out of 121 men who

had completed a post-conviction polygraphhad completed a post-conviction polygraph

test reported experiencing a direct sanctiontest reported experiencing a direct sanction

because of its result or a disclosure madebecause of its result or a disclosure made

during the test; the most common of theseduring the test; the most common of these

involved having to address additional issuesinvolved having to address additional issues

in treatment or supervision (78%),in treatment or supervision (78%),

although two individuals claimed that theiralthough two individuals claimed that their

treatment was terminated and two thattreatment was terminated and two that

their contact with their families wastheir contact with their families was

reduced. There was no relationshipreduced. There was no relationship

between having experienced a sanctionbetween having experienced a sanction

and claiming to have had a false positiveand claiming to have had a false positive

result (result (ww22¼3.07, d.f.3.07, d.f.¼1,1, PP¼0.08).0.08).

To test whether having been sanctionedTo test whether having been sanctioned

or erroneously classified (false positive oror erroneously classified (false positive or

false negative) affected the participant’sfalse negative) affected the participant’s

perception of the polygraph’s utility, anperception of the polygraph’s utility, an

overall ‘helpfulness’ variable was createdoverall ‘helpfulness’ variable was created

by combining the scores of the three utilityby combining the scores of the three utility

scales. No difference in perception of utilityscales. No difference in perception of utility

was found between those who experiencedwas found between those who experienced

sanctions and those who did notsanctions and those who did not

((tt(111)(111)¼0.38,0.38, PP¼0.7), nor was there a differ-0.7), nor was there a differ-

ence between those who reported beingence between those who reported being

false positives and true negatives, orfalse positives and true negatives, or

between the false negatives and truebetween the false negatives and true

positives.positives.

Countermeasures and falseCountermeasures and false
admissionsadmissions

Only two participants (2%) claimed toOnly two participants (2%) claimed to

have used drugs to beat the polygraph. Bothhave used drugs to beat the polygraph. Both

also claimed to have previously been decep-also claimed to have previously been decep-

tive without being detected. Twelvetive without being detected. Twelve

participants (10%) reported making falseparticipants (10%) reported making false

admissions regarding their behaviour atadmissions regarding their behaviour at

some stage during a post-convictionsome stage during a post-conviction

polygraph test, of whom only 5 claimedpolygraph test, of whom only 5 claimed

to have been wrongly labelled as beingto have been wrongly labelled as being

deceptive. The main reasons given for falsedeceptive. The main reasons given for false

admissions were the fear of getting inadmissions were the fear of getting in

trouble with probation officers in threetrouble with probation officers in three

cases, and feeling pressured by the poly-cases, and feeling pressured by the poly-

graph examiner in another three cases.graph examiner in another three cases.

Other reasons were wanting to make aOther reasons were wanting to make a

good impression, ‘confusion’, ensuring thatgood impression, ‘confusion’, ensuring that

the test was passed, and wanting to demon-the test was passed, and wanting to demon-

strate commitment to therapy.strate commitment to therapy.

A significant difference was foundA significant difference was found

when a one-way between-groups multi-when a one-way between-groups multi-

variate analysis of variance was performedvariate analysis of variance was performed

using the five NEO domain scores as de-using the five NEO domain scores as de-

pendent variables and ‘having made a falsependent variables and ‘having made a false

admission’ as the independent variableadmission’ as the independent variable

((FF(5,96)(5,96)¼2.46,2.46, PP<0.01). When results for<0.01). When results for

the dependent variables were consideredthe dependent variables were considered

separately, two reached statistical signi-separately, two reached statistical signi-

ficance using a Bonferroni-adjustedficance using a Bonferroni-adjusted

alpha level of 0.01: neuroticism (alpha level of 0.01: neuroticism (FF(1,102)(1,102)¼
10.08,10.08, PP<0.01) and conscientiousness<0.01) and conscientiousness

((FF(1,102)(1,102)¼7.85,7.85, PP<0.01), with the false<0.01), with the false

confessors having higher levels of neuro-confessors having higher levels of neuro-

ticism (104ticism (104 vv. 84) and lower levels of. 84) and lower levels of

conscientiousness (101conscientiousness (101 vv. 116).. 116).

DISCUSSIONDISCUSSION

Our study explores the experiences ofOur study explores the experiences of

community-based sex offenders requiredcommunity-based sex offenders required

to undergo regular post-conviction poly-to undergo regular post-conviction poly-

graph examinations. Broadly speaking wegraph examinations. Broadly speaking we

found that the majority of sex offendersfound that the majority of sex offenders

reported polygraphy to be helpful in termsreported polygraphy to be helpful in terms

both of treatment and of avoiding riskboth of treatment and of avoiding risk

behaviours and re-offending. These find-behaviours and re-offending. These find-

ings, however, are based on the responsesings, however, are based on the responses

of the 55% of programme participantsof the 55% of programme participants

who agreed to take part in the study, andwho agreed to take part in the study, and

it is possible that the other 45% might haveit is possible that the other 45% might have

had very different views on the value ofhad very different views on the value of

polygraph testing.polygraph testing.

Utility of post-convictionUtility of post-conviction
polygraph testingpolygraph testing

Our results are consistent with other studiesOur results are consistent with other studies

examining the utility of post-convictionexamining the utility of post-conviction

polygraph testing in sex offenders, whichpolygraph testing in sex offenders, which

typically report fuller histories of devianttypically report fuller histories of deviant

sexual behaviour, admissions of previouslysexual behaviour, admissions of previously

unknown offences and victims, andunknown offences and victims, and

increased disclosure of high-risk behavioursincreased disclosure of high-risk behaviours

(Emerick & Dutton, 1993; Ahlmeyer(Emerick & Dutton, 1993; Ahlmeyer et alet al,,

2000; Harrison & Kirkpatrick, 2000;2000; Harrison & Kirkpatrick, 2000;

Hindman & Peters, 2001; GrubinHindman & Peters, 2001; Grubin et alet al,,

2004; Madsen2004; Madsen et alet al, 2004). It has been ar-, 2004). It has been ar-

gued that increased disclosure by offendersgued that increased disclosure by offenders

enables improved identification of treat-enables improved identification of treat-

ment targets, encourages engagement byment targets, encourages engagement by

helping to overcome denial, and assists of-helping to overcome denial, and assists of-

fenders in adhering to relapse preventionfenders in adhering to relapse prevention

plans (Blasingame, 1998; Englishplans (Blasingame, 1998; English et alet al,,

2000; Grubin2000; Grubin et alet al, 2004). Our findings, 2004). Our findings

indicate that polygraphy can have a thera-indicate that polygraphy can have a thera-

peutic role as well as the more usually per-peutic role as well as the more usually per-

ceived function of ‘detecting lies’. Indeed,ceived function of ‘detecting lies’. Indeed,

confirmation that an individual is beingconfirmation that an individual is being

honest in treatment and supervision, parti-honest in treatment and supervision, parti-

cularly in contexts where risk is a real issue,cularly in contexts where risk is a real issue,

can be a critical element in the treatmentcan be a critical element in the treatment

process.process.

AccuracyAccuracy

Although an emphasis on utility in post-Although an emphasis on utility in post-

conviction settings is understandable, poly-conviction settings is understandable, poly-

graph accuracy cannot be ignored. If thosegraph accuracy cannot be ignored. If those

tested do not believe that polygraphytested do not believe that polygraphy

works, they will be less likely to discloseworks, they will be less likely to disclose

relevant information during a test. Inrelevant information during a test. In

addition, a knowledge of accuracy rates isaddition, a knowledge of accuracy rates is

required to make sense of apparent decep-required to make sense of apparent decep-

tion in the absence of disclosure. Thosetion in the absence of disclosure. Those

tested as well as those who rely on testtested as well as those who rely on test

results must have confidence in the validityresults must have confidence in the validity
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Fig. 1Fig. 1 Participants’ perception of the helpfulness ofParticipants’ perception of the helpfulness of

polygraph testing with avoiding risk behaviours andpolygraph testing with avoiding risk behaviours and

re-offendingre-offending and with engagement in treatmentand with engagement in treatment

((nn¼116 men previously tested and 45 men awaiting116 men previously tested and 45 men awaiting

polygraph examination).polygraph examination).
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of the technique if it is to be viableof the technique if it is to be viable

clinically.clinically.

The literature contains conflictingThe literature contains conflicting

accounts of polygraph accuracy, with manyaccounts of polygraph accuracy, with many

studies criticised for their methodologicalstudies criticised for their methodological

weaknesses (Furedy, 1996; Lykken, 1998;weaknesses (Furedy, 1996; Lykken, 1998;

Cross & Saxe, 2001). A recent definitiveCross & Saxe, 2001). A recent definitive

review carried out by an expert panelreview carried out by an expert panel

appointed by the US National Academy ofappointed by the US National Academy of

Sciences concluded that the best estimateSciences concluded that the best estimate

of polygraph accuracy falls between 81%of polygraph accuracy falls between 81%

and 91% (National Research Council,and 91% (National Research Council,

2002). However, none of the research2002). However, none of the research

reviewed in the National Academy reportreviewed in the National Academy report

examined the accuracy of polygraphy whenexamined the accuracy of polygraphy when

used in post-conviction or therapeutic con-used in post-conviction or therapeutic con-

texts. We are aware of only one study thattexts. We are aware of only one study that

has investigated polygraph accuracy in ahas investigated polygraph accuracy in a

post-conviction setting (Kokishpost-conviction setting (Kokish et alet al,,

2005). In this research 95 sex offenders tak-2005). In this research 95 sex offenders tak-

ing part in treatment groups in Californiaing part in treatment groups in California

and assured of anonymity were asked aboutand assured of anonymity were asked about

the accuracy of the 333 polygraph tests theythe accuracy of the 333 polygraph tests they

had completed. Eighteen individualshad completed. Eighteen individuals

claimed to have been wrongly accused ofclaimed to have been wrongly accused of

deception on 22 tests, and 6 individualsdeception on 22 tests, and 6 individuals

to have been wrongly labelled as non-to have been wrongly labelled as non-

deceptive on 11 tests, leading thedeceptive on 11 tests, leading the

researchers to conclude overall accuracy inresearchers to conclude overall accuracy in

their programme of 90%. From the datatheir programme of 90%. From the data

they presented, it is not possible to calculatethey presented, it is not possible to calculate

specificity, sensitivity or predictive values.specificity, sensitivity or predictive values.

We made use of methodology similar toWe made use of methodology similar to

that of Kokishthat of Kokish et alet al (2005). Our results,(2005). Our results,

indicating an accuracy rate of 85% in de-indicating an accuracy rate of 85% in de-

tecting truth-telling and 84% in detectingtecting truth-telling and 84% in detecting

deception, are similar to the rates found indeception, are similar to the rates found in

the California offenders. Although thisthe California offenders. Although this

approach depends on the uncorroboratedapproach depends on the uncorroborated

self-report of participants with no meansself-report of participants with no means

of comparing their accounts with actualof comparing their accounts with actual

test outcomes, the reported accuracy ratestest outcomes, the reported accuracy rates

in both samples are consistent with thein both samples are consistent with the

National Academy of Sciences estimate ofNational Academy of Sciences estimate of

polygraph accuracy. The offenders them-polygraph accuracy. The offenders them-

selves also perceived the accuracy of theselves also perceived the accuracy of the

polygraph to fall within this range, withpolygraph to fall within this range, with

the majority rating it as ‘moderately’ tothe majority rating it as ‘moderately’ to

‘extremely’ accurate.‘extremely’ accurate.

Accuracy in a clinical contextAccuracy in a clinical context

Although overall accuracy appears good,Although overall accuracy appears good,

interpreting this in respect of specific testinterpreting this in respect of specific test

outcomes is not straightforward. Althoughoutcomes is not straightforward. Although

the negative predictive rate (the likelihoodthe negative predictive rate (the likelihood

that the person tested is telling the truththat the person tested is telling the truth

when the examiner concludes ‘no deceptionwhen the examiner concludes ‘no deception

indicated’) of 97% is very high, the positiveindicated’) of 97% is very high, the positive

predictive rate (the likelihood that thepredictive rate (the likelihood that the

person is lying when the examiner con-person is lying when the examiner con-

cludes ‘deception indicated’) of 48% iscludes ‘deception indicated’) of 48% is

much less good. This does not mean, how-much less good. This does not mean, how-

ever, that polygraph outcome in detectingever, that polygraph outcome in detecting

deception is no better than chance: thedeception is no better than chance: the

AUC of 0.85 suggests good predictive accu-AUC of 0.85 suggests good predictive accu-

racy, as does the finding that the deceptiveracy, as does the finding that the deceptive

individual is over five-and-a-half timesindividual is over five-and-a-half times

more likely tomore likely to be labelled deceptive thanbe labelled deceptive than

is the non-is the non-deceptive individual.deceptive individual.

The low positive predictive value mayThe low positive predictive value may

partly reflect self-presentation biases (de-partly reflect self-presentation biases (de-

ceptive offenders may be more likely toceptive offenders may be more likely to

claim that the polygraph was wrong whenclaim that the polygraph was wrong when

caught out and less likely to disclose havingcaught out and less likely to disclose having

‘beaten’ it), but more relevant is the rela-‘beaten’ it), but more relevant is the rela-

tively low base rate of deception reportedtively low base rate of deception reported

by the sample, with this admitted in onlyby the sample, with this admitted in only

38 of 263 tests (14%). The importance of38 of 263 tests (14%). The importance of

the base rate of deception in the group ofthe base rate of deception in the group of

people being tested was highlighted in thepeople being tested was highlighted in the

National Academy of Sciences review,National Academy of Sciences review,

who observed that where base rates of de-who observed that where base rates of de-

ception are low, even a highly accurate testception are low, even a highly accurate test

will produce more false than true positiveswill produce more false than true positives

(National Research Council, 2002). It is(National Research Council, 2002). It is

one of the primary reasons the review didone of the primary reasons the review did

not support the use of polygraphy innot support the use of polygraphy in

security contexts, where the base rate ofsecurity contexts, where the base rate of

deception is likely to be low (one hopesdeception is likely to be low (one hopes

there are few spies in federal agencies);there are few spies in federal agencies);

the review suggested that polygraphy onlythe review suggested that polygraphy only

becomes viable when the base rate ofbecomes viable when the base rate of

deception exceeds 10%. Even based ondeception exceeds 10%. Even based on

self-report, it would appear that a decep-self-report, it would appear that a decep-

tion rate of over 10% is likely to be the casetion rate of over 10% is likely to be the case

within sex offender treatment programmes.within sex offender treatment programmes.

However, it should also be noted that inHowever, it should also be noted that in

post-conviction testing the emphasis is lesspost-conviction testing the emphasis is less

on ‘passing’ or ‘failing’ the polygraph, andon ‘passing’ or ‘failing’ the polygraph, and

more on the facilitation of disclosures rele-more on the facilitation of disclosures rele-

vant to supervision and treatment. Gettingvant to supervision and treatment. Getting

it ‘wrong’ in a post-conviction test is ofit ‘wrong’ in a post-conviction test is of

much less consequence than a wrong resultmuch less consequence than a wrong result

in a criminal investigation or a securityin a criminal investigation or a security

screen, where much more reliance may bescreen, where much more reliance may be

placed on the examination.placed on the examination.

False positives, false negatives,False positives, false negatives,
disclosures and false disclosuresdisclosures and false disclosures

None of the variables we tested distin-None of the variables we tested distin-

guished offenders more likely to have falseguished offenders more likely to have false

positive or false negative results. Waidpositive or false negative results. Waid etet

alal (1979) suggested that socialisation may(1979) suggested that socialisation may

be associated with false negative errors.be associated with false negative errors.

Although socialisation has been related toAlthough socialisation has been related to

the neuroticism and conscientiousnessthe neuroticism and conscientiousness

domains of the NEO (Costa & McCrae,domains of the NEO (Costa & McCrae,

1992), neither of these characteristics1992), neither of these characteristics

distinguished false negatives from truedistinguished false negatives from true

negatives or true positives in our study.negatives or true positives in our study.

Conversely, in the context of a polygraphConversely, in the context of a polygraph

examination some individuals may feelexamination some individuals may feel

pressured to make untrue admissions. Ninepressured to make untrue admissions. Nine

per cent of the offenders in our study, andper cent of the offenders in our study, and

5% in the study by Kokish5% in the study by Kokish et alet al (2005),(2005),

claimed to have done so, suggesting thatclaimed to have done so, suggesting that

although the incidence of this is not high,although the incidence of this is not high,

it is of relevance. We found that highit is of relevance. We found that high

neuroticism and low conscientiousnessneuroticism and low conscientiousness

scores characterised those who reportedscores characterised those who reported

making false admissions; the former is asso-making false admissions; the former is asso-

ciated with pervasive feelings of guilt, fearciated with pervasive feelings of guilt, fear

and embarrassment as well as high impul-and embarrassment as well as high impul-

sivity, and the latter with being lesssivity, and the latter with being less

scrupulous and reliable. This suggests thatscrupulous and reliable. This suggests that

individuals who falsely disclose may beindividuals who falsely disclose may be

more emotionally disturbed in general,more emotionally disturbed in general,

and more impulsive; in difficult interviewand more impulsive; in difficult interview

situations, they may cope by ‘confessing’.situations, they may cope by ‘confessing’.

Six of those who reported making falseSix of those who reported making false

disclosures in our study attributed this todisclosures in our study attributed this to

either a fear of getting into trouble witheither a fear of getting into trouble with

their probation officers or feeling pressuredtheir probation officers or feeling pressured

by the polygraph examiner.by the polygraph examiner.

In summary, our findings support theIn summary, our findings support the

view that post-conviction polygraph testingview that post-conviction polygraph testing

is a useful adjunct to the treatment andis a useful adjunct to the treatment and

supervision of sex offenders in thesupervision of sex offenders in the

community. Accuracy rates as reported bycommunity. Accuracy rates as reported by

offenders who have undergone polygraphoffenders who have undergone polygraph

examination appear to be of a sufficientlyexamination appear to be of a sufficiently

high level to maintain the utility value ofhigh level to maintain the utility value of

the tests.the tests.
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CLINICAL IMPLICATIONSCLINICAL IMPLICATIONS

&& Post-conviction polygraph testing is a useful adjunct to the treatment andPost-conviction polygraph testing is a useful adjunct to the treatment and
supervision of sex offenders in the community.supervision of sex offenders in the community.

&& The accuracy of polygraph testing as reportedbyoffenders is similar to that foundThe accuracy of polygraph testing as reportedby offenders is similar to that found
in studies carried out in other settings.in studies carried out in other settings.

&& A small proportion of individualsmaymake false disclosures.A small proportion of individualsmaymake false disclosures.

LIMITATIONSLIMITATIONS

&& The findings arebasedon the self-reportof offenders,with nomeans of comparingThe findings arebased on the self-reportof offenders,with nomeans of comparing
their accounts with actual test outcomes.their accounts with actual test outcomes.

&& Self-presentation biasesmight have influenced self-report of false positives andSelf-presentation biasesmight have influenced self-report of false positives and
false negatives.false negatives.

&& Forty-fiveper centof those approached to takepart in the studydeclined to do so.Forty-fiveper centof those approached to takepart in the studydeclined to do so.
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