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PREPARE FOR THE 
POLYGRAPH EXAM 
A Special Report 
 
 
 
by E.L. Forestal 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
DISCLAIMER: This report is for informational purposes only. It is not intended to replace official 

departmental hiring policies. The author does not represent any law enforcement agency named herein, or 

any other city, county, state or federal agency. For any questions about hiring policies, contact the agency 

to which you are applying.
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At some point in the police hiring process, probably after passing the written exam and the oral interview 

board, you will have to face either a polygraph or voice stress analyzer exam (VSA). 

 

You might think the point of this test is to ferret out all your most closely held secrets, but you would be 

wrong. The purpose of the polygraph is to measure your integrity by finding out how honest you were 

when asked to disclose less-than-stellar behavior in your past. In other words, it’s not about what you’ve 

done, but about whether you then lied about it on your application. 

 

Everyone has moments in their past where their character has failed, whether in small or large ways. 

Those failures won’t automatically disqualify you from serving as a police officer because hiring officials 

know that it’s human to make mistakes. What will cost you any chance at a police career is trying to cover 

up your mistakes. 

 

This report will give you a preview of how the exam will be conducted. It will not teach you how to beat 

the polygraph. 

 

What to Expect on the Polygraph Exam 
 

Your exam will be conducted by either a member of the department or an outside contractor. The person 

conducting the exam will be a certified polygraph/VSA examiner, as well as an experienced interviewer. 

The exam will take place behind closed doors, with only the two of you in the room. 

 

The examiner likely will begin by explaining the steps of the test and the way that the machine works. 

 

Polygraph machines detect deception by measuring minute changes in breathing rates, blood pressure, 

skin electrical conductivity and other physiological reactions thought to be caused by the stress of 

attempting to conceal the truth. About a half-dozen sensors are used, including one on your fingertip and 

straps around your chest. 

 

Voice stress analyzers do exactly what their name implies, which is graph the changes in voice frequency 

under questioning, then run those graphs through computer software that measures for stress levels to 

determine the likelihood of deception. The person being interviewed usually wears a microphone. 

Because VSA is considered less reliable than a polygraph, these devices are not as commonly used. 

 

Once the examiner explains the test to you, he may give you a list of disqualifiers that automatically will 

preclude your hiring. Usually that would include serious misdemeanors, most felonies, or recent sale/use 

of hard drugs. 

 

Then, he will begin conducting the pre-test interview. This is a crucial period because the results of the 

exam will be compared to the statements you make here, as well as what you have already disclosed on 

the personal history statement submitted with your application, to determine whether there are 

discrepancies. The examiner will ask you questions such as these: 

 

 Have you smoked marijuana in the last 10 years? 
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 Have you ever used other illegal narcotics? 

 Have you ever stolen items worth more than $25 from your employer? 

 Have you ever committed a crime that went undetected? 

 Did you lie on any portion of your application? 

 

Then, the examiner will connect you to the machine and ask you a series of what are known as Control 

Questions. These are questions to which you both already know the truthful answer, such as your name or 

address. He also will instruct you to deliberately give untruthful answers to certain questions such as, “Is 

the sky blue?” 

 

The purpose of the control and directed lie questions is to establish a baseline for how you react when you 

are responding truthfully and when you are being deceptive. 

 

The exam itself will consist of about 10 “yes or no” questions, some repeated two to three times to make 

sure the responses are consistent. The questions will be essentially the same that were asked during the 

pre-test interview. 

 

Your responses will be categorized in one of three ways: truthful, deceptive, or inconclusive. Depending 

on the examiner, you may know the results before you leave, or may have to wait until you receive a letter 

or phone call from the agency. 

 

Passing the Polygraph Exam 
 

① Be prepared and professional. Get a good night’s rest, eat a nutritious meal, put on a suit and arrive 

early to your polygraph exam, just as you did the oral interview. Bring your ID and any other required 

documents. Be friendly, but respectful to the examiner. Shake his hand, look him in the eye and call him 

by his title, unless instructed otherwise. While the polygraph examiner will try to put you at ease prior to 

the test, make no mistake that this setting is just as formal as any other step in the hiring process. Showing 

up late or in a T-shirt and shorts or being anything but courteous to the examiner will seriously hurt your 

chances of getting hired. 

 

One caution: It’s OK to read up a little on the polygraph so you know what to expect, but other than 

readying yourself to give honest answers, don’t put too much effort into preparing or practicing for the 

exam. The examiner is likely to ask you about this during the pre-test interview. Telling him that you read 

everything you could on how to pass the polygraph will be a red flag. 

 

② Relax. Don’t let your nerves get the better of you. It actually is possible for an examiner to halt the test 

before it even begins if he detects that you are so nervous it will affect the results. If that happens, you 

will be sent home and have to return in a few weeks – if you even get invited back. 

 

This test is not going to physically hurt and won’t prevent you from becoming a police officer if you truly 

have the characteristics and background required of any police candidate. So, just go into the polygraph 
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exam confident and calm, and treat it the same as any other challenge you have faced in the police hiring 

process. You’re going to be fine. 

 

③ Be honest. That’s the number one rule for surviving this phase of police hiring. If the examiner asks 

whether you’ve ever stolen from a previous employer, be straightforward and tell him about the time you 

took home office supplies, or when you used your company cell phone for personal calls. If you paid a 

prostitute for sex 10 years ago when you were in the military, ’fess up. If you shoplifted a 6-pack of beer 

in high school, disclose it. 

 

Don’t be embarrassed – polygraph examiners have heard it all. The department is likely to overlook 

mistakes, but if you keep quiet about something, you might fail the polygraph just because you are 

nervous about concealing that fact. Remember that if the tests shows that you are being deceptive, the 

examiner won’t know that it was over some stolen beer and not a murder. It would be a shame to end your 

police career before it even started because you were unwilling to own up to stupid behavior from years 

earlier. 

 

You should already have disclosed more serious hiccups in your past – such as drug use, previous arrests, 

etc. – on the personal history statement. If not, and you wait to disclose them until the start of the 

polygraph exam, that could be a problem. But it still is better to get it out in the open than it is to try to 

hide it and end up getting caught. Dishonesty is the one mistake from which no police applicant can 

recover. 

 

④ DO NOT attempt to beat the polygraph test. Remember, integrity is the bedrock upon which all 

police work is founded. And, as explained above, the polygraph is all about measuring your integrity. If 

you try to cheat your way through a test of your honesty, then frankly, you don’t deserve to be a police 

officer in any agency anywhere in the country. 

 

You may see instructions or books on the Internet describing methods for countering the polygraph. It’s 

unethical and dishonest and a bad idea to try any of those techniques. Unless you’ve had extensive 

training and experience, you aren’t likely to beat the machine, especially given new equipment for 

detecting tricks. For example, one suggestion is that you tighten your sphincter when answering control 

questions so that you’re body reacts strongly and skews the results. However, some machines now come 

with seat pads that detect changes in pressure and alert the examiner to that particular countermeasure. 

 

The examiner will ask whether you’ve studied techniques for defeating the polygraph and whether you 

have taken any medication or alcohol to change your physiological responses. And keep in mind that a 

polygraph examiner is not just a machine operator. He also is an experienced investigator specifically 

trained to observe subjects and detect deception through verbal and non-verbal cues. In other words, 

there’s a good chance he will spot a lie even without the machine.  

 

 

 

 
Remember to be professional, stay calm and tell the 

truth, and you will do fine on the police polygraph. 

exam. 
 


