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UNDERSTANDING THE
POLYGRAPH: MORE THAN JUST A
LIE DETECTOR

For decades,  the polygraph, commonly
known as the lie detector test, has been
a  fixture  in  criminal  investigations,  pre-
employment  screenings  for  law
enforcement, and even reality TV shows.
The idea that a machine can reliably tell
when  someone  i s  l y ing  i s  bo th
fascinating  and  intimidating.  However,
the reality is more nuanced. A polygraph
does not detect lies directly; it measures
physiological  changes  that  may
accompany deception, such as changes
in heart rate, blood pressure, respiration,
and galvanic skin response (sweating). If
y o u  a r e  f a c i n g  a  p o l y g r a p h
examination—whether  for  a  job,  a
security  clearance,  or  a  personal
matter—you  likely  feel  anxious.  The
good  news  is  that  understanding  how
the  test  works  and  learning  some
practical  strategies  can  significantly
improve your ability to produce reliable,
honest results. This article will walk you
through  everything  you  need  to  know
about  how  to  pass  a  polygraph  while
maintaining your integrity.

WHAT A POLYGRAPH ACTUALLY
MEASURES

Before  diving  into  techniques,  it  is
critical  to  grasp  the  mechanics  of  the
exam.  A  typical  polygraph  session
involves  three  phases:  a  pre-test

interview,  the  in-test  chart  recording,
and  the  post-test  analysis.  During  the
test, sensors are attached to your chest,
fingers,  and  upper  arm  to  record
breathing,  perspiration,  and  blood
pressure. The examiner will ask a series
of questions, which usually fall into three
categories:

Irrelevant questions: These are
factual, non-stressful items (e.g.,
"Is today Tuesday?") to establish a
baseline.
Control (or comparison)
questions: These are broad,
ambiguous questions designed to
provoke a mild response from
most people (e.g., "Have you ever
lied to get out of trouble?"). They
are used to compare reactions to
relevant questions.
Relevant questions: These
directly address the issue under
investigation (e.g., "Did you steal
the money?").

The  examiner  looks  for  a  larger
physiological  response  to  relevant
quest ions  compared  to  contro l
questions. If the response is stronger to
relevant ones, deception is indicated. If
the  responses  are  similar  or  weaker,
truthfulness is inferred. This comparison
method  is  why  simple  "tricks"  rarely
work—the test is relative, not absolute.

PREPARING FOR THE
POLYGRAPH: THE DAYS BEFORE
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Rest, Diet, and
Lifestyle Choices
Your  physical  state  directly  affects  your
polygraph results. Being tired, hungry, or
under  the  influence  of  substances  can
skew your baselines and raise red flags.
In the 48 hours leading up to the test,
prioritize the following:

Get a full night's sleep (7–9
hours). Exhaustion can cause
erratic readings that mimic
deception.
Avoid alcohol, caffeine, and
nicotine for at least 12 hours.
These stimulants alter heart rate
and breathing patterns.
Eat a light, balanced meal a
few hours before the test. A
heavy meal can cause discomfort
and affect respiration, while an
empty stomach might increase
nervousness.
Stay hydrated with water.
Dehydration can cause dizziness
and increase anxiety.

Medications and
Medical
Conditions
If you take prescription medications for
anxiety,  high  blood  pressure,  or  other
conditions, do not stop them for the test.
Informing  the  examiner  about  your
medications and any physical conditions
(such  as  a  cold,  allergies,  or  a  heart
condition) is essential. This transparency
allows the examiner to adjust the testing
process  or  note  potential  anomalies.

Attempting  to  secretly  take  a  beta-
blocker  or  anti-anxiety  pill  to  “calm
down”  is  risky,  as  these  drugs  can
suppress the physiological responses the
polygraph  re l ies  on,  leading  to
inconclusive  results  or  suspicion.

Mental
Preparation and
Relaxation
Techniques
Nervousness  is  a  common  enemy.  A
nervous truthful person may show strong
reactions  that  resemble  deception.
Learning  to  manage  your  anxiety  is
therefore a legitimate and ethical part of
preparation.  Practice  deep  breathing:
inhale slowly for four seconds, hold for
four  seconds,  exhale  for  four  seconds.
Visualize  yourself  answering  questions
calmly and honestly. Remember that the
examiner is  not  your enemy; they are
trained to interpret your physiology, not
to judge you personally.

WHAT TO DO ON THE DAY OF THE
POLYGRAPH

Arrive Early and
Stay Calm
Rushing  to  the  appointment  increases
stress. Arrive at least 15 minutes early,
dressed comfortably. Avoid tight clothing
that  might  restrict  breathing.  Use  the
restroom before the test begins—a full
bladder can cause discomfort and alter
readings.
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The Pre-Test
Interview: Your
Most Important
Opportunity
The  pre-test  interview  is  where  the
examiner  explains  the  procedure  and
asks you about the background of the
issue.  This  is  your  chance  to  build
rapport  and  to  be  fully  transparent.
Many  people  try  to  hide  minor  issues
(like an occasional white lie or a secret
they consider irrelevant). However, if the
examiner asks a control question such as
"Have you ever told a lie to avoid hurting
someone's  feelings?"  and  you  answer
"No"  but  are  thinking  of  a  specific
instance,  the  physiological  response
could be strong—possibly stronger than
your response to the relevant questions.
This is called a "false positive." To avoid
this, be honest during the pre-test about
any  minor  misdeeds  or  anxieties.  The
examiner  will  then  refine  the  control
questions  to  be  less  triggering  for  you.

During the Test:
Stay Still and
Follow
Instructions
While  the  test  is  running,  you  must
remain as still as possible. Do not clench
your muscles, cross your legs, or even
twitch,  as  these  movements  create
artifacts in the recordings that can be
misinterpreted  as  deception.  Breathe

naturally. Some people try to alter their
breathing (e.g.,  breathing shallowly  on
control questions to equalize responses),
but examiners are trained to detect such
tactics.  Instead,  focus  on the question
being  asked.  Listen  carefully,  answer
with a simple "yes"  or  "no,"  and then
wait for the next question. Do not add
explanations  or  commentary  unless
asked.

COMMON MYTHS ABOUT
PASSING A POLYGRAPH

Myth 1: You Can
Beat the Test by
Thinking of
Something
Stressful
Some  believe  that  if  you  deliberately
increase your physiological response to
all  questions—for  example,  by  biting
your  tongue  or  thinking  of  a  scary
event—the  comparison  becomes
meaningless. In reality,  examiners look
for  consistent  patterns.  An  abrupt,
unnatural  spike  across  all  questions  is
easily  detected  and  often  leads  to  an
inconclusive  result,  which  may  be
interpreted  as  an  attempt  to  deceive.

Myth 2: Using
Mental 'Counters'
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or 'Visualizations'
Works
There  are  online  guides  that  suggest
reciting  a  multiplication  table  in  your
head  during  control  questions  or
imagining  a  peaceful  scene  during
relevant  questions.  These  mental
distractions  are  difficult  to  sustain  and
can  cause  observable  changes  in
breathing or sweating.  Most examiners
are  highly  experienced  with  these
countermeasures  and  wil l  notice
irregularities.

Myth 3:
Polygraphs Are
100% Accurate
Even  the  most  reputable  polygraph
examiners acknowledge that the test is
not  infallible.  The  American  Polygraph
Association  claims  accuracy  rates  of
85–95% in controlled settings. However,
factors  such  as  examiner  b ias ,
countermeasures,  and  counterintuitive
physiology (e.g., a sociopath who shows
no physiological change when lying) can
lead to errors. Understanding this myth
can  help  you  approach  the  test  with
realist ic  expectations,  reducing
unnecessary  fear.

ETHICAL STRATEGIES TO
IMPROVE YOUR PERFORMANCE

Focus on the

Truth
The  single  most  effective  and  reliable
method for passing a polygraph is to tell
the truth. If you are genuinely innocent
of the matter under investigation, your
natural response should be less severe
than  a  guilty  party’s—provided  you
manage  your  anxiety.  However,  being
truthful  does  not  guarantee  you  will
"pass" if you are highly anxious or if the
control  questions  are  poorly  designed.
That is why the following strategies are
important even for honest individuals.

Build a
Collaborative
Relationship with
the Examiner
During the pre-test, be open about your
nervousness.  Most  examiners  will
reassure you and explain that some level
of anxiety is normal. If you have a fear of
needles (no needles are used, but some
people  fear  the  attachments)  or
claustrophobia,  share  that.  This
transparency allows the examiner to set
a more appropriate baseline.

Use Controlled
Breathing
Breathing  is  the  one  physiological
variable you can consciously moderate
without raising suspicion—as long as you
do it  consistently.  Do not change your
breathing  pattern  between  question
types.  Instead,  adopt  a  steady,  calm
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rhythm  before  the  test  begins  and
maintain  it  throughout.  Practice  this
rhythm in the waiting room: inhale for
three seconds, exhale for three seconds.
Avoid sighing or holding your breath.

WHAT IF YOU ARE NERVOUS
DESPITE BEING HONEST?

It is entirely possible for a truthful person
t o  " f a i l "  a  p o l y g r a p h  d u e  t o
uncontrollable anxiety. This is known as
a false positive. If you are naturally high-
strung, you may show larger responses
to  relevant  questions  simply  because
they  are  more  meaningful  to  you.  In
such cases, the examiner usually notes
the anomaly and may offer a second test
or  a  different  question  format.  Being
polite,  cooperative,  and consistent  can
help the examiner interpret your results
correctly. If the stakes are high (e.g., a

job  you  desperately  want),  consider
hiring  a  lawyer  who  understands
polygraph evidence—but do not view the
test as a perfect gatekeeper.

CONCLUSION

Learning how to pass a polygraph is less
about  tricking  the  machine  and  more
about  understanding  yourself  and  the
process. The truth is your strongest ally.
By preparing physically, managing your
anxiety,  and  cooperating  transparently
with the examiner, you give yourself the
best chance of producing clear, truthful
results. Remember that polygraphs are
tools,  not  oracles.  Whether  you  are
taking  the  test  for  a  new  career,  a
security  clearance,  or  a  personal
investigation,  approach  it  with  calm
confidence and honesty. In the end, your
integrity is what truly passes the test.


