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RELEVANT-IRRELEVANT TEST

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Psychology (Forensic/Applied), Criminology, Legal Science

1. Core Definition and Methodology

The Relevant-Irrelevant Test (RIT) is a foundational, though largely outdated, questioning

procedure employed in the field of polygraph testing. Developed during the early standardization

phases of deception detection, the RIT operates on the fundamental principle that deceptive

individuals will exhibit greater physiological arousal when responding to questions directly

pertaining to a committed crime or wrongdoing than they will when responding to general, neutral

questions. The objective of the RIT is not necessarily to measure truthfulness directly, but rather to

establish a significant differential physiological response pattern between two distinct categories of

stimuli presented to the examinee.

The structure of the RIT is straightforwardly comparative, hence its name. An examiner administers

a series of questions while monitoring the subject's physiological responses--typically measuring

changes in respiration, heart rate/blood pressure, and galvanic skin response (GSR). This

monitoring establishes a baseline response during irrelevant or neutral questioning, which serves

as the physiological control for the examinee in a state of relative calm or low stress. These

baseline measurements are then quantitatively compared against the spikes or modulations

observed when the subject is asked questions that are highly specific and relevant to the

investigation at hand, such as whether they committed the crime or know the location of stolen

goods.

Historically, the simplicity of the RIT made it an appealing early tool. However, the theoretical

simplicity masked significant methodological shortcomings, primarily the issue of psychological set

and differential fear. The test assumes that only the guilty party would react strongly to the relevant

questions. In reality, the relevant questions often generated high stress responses in innocent

individuals, simply because those questions were direct accusations concerning serious events.

This inherent bias, where the relevant questions carry a greater psychological weight and threat of

consequence compared to the irrelevant questions, led to a substantial problem with false

positives, meaning innocent people were frequently misclassified as deceptive.

2. Theoretical Basis of Comparison

The underlying theory supporting the RIT hinges on the assumption of a specific emotional

reaction--fear of detection--which is differentially triggered only in the deceptive individual.

Proponents argued that a person who is actively concealing guilt experiences a greater surge of

anxiety and heightened cognitive load when faced with a question that threatens to expose their

secret, compared to when they answer banal, non-threatening questions. This surge manifests
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physiologically via the autonomic nervous system (ANS) response, resulting in measurable

changes in bodily functions such as increased heart rate, shallow breathing, or intensified

sweating, all recorded by the polygraph instrument.

In the context of the RIT, the irrelevant questions, such as "Is your name John Doe?" or "Are you

sitting down now?", are intended to establish the subject's normal physiological reactivity level--the

homeostatic baseline. These responses are expected to be minimal and consistent across

repetitions. Conversely, relevant questions, such as "Did you steal the money from the bank

vault?", are designed to act as specific stressors. The magnitude of the physiological response

difference between the irrelevant (low stress) and relevant (high stress) questions is then

interpreted as an index of deception. A large and consistent deviation, where the physiological

activity following the relevant question significantly exceeds that following the irrelevant question,

suggests a deceptive response associated with specific knowledge or guilt related to the crime.

However, the critical flaw in this theoretical framework is the failure to account for generalized

emotional arousal. An innocent person, particularly one undergoing the stressful environment of a

formal polygraph examination conducted in the context of a criminal investigation, experiences a

high degree of apprehension and anxiety regardless of guilt. When the examiner asks a relevant

question--which often carries intense emotional weight regarding potential imprisonment or loss of

reputation--the innocent examinee may still register a strong physiological response due to fear of

being misjudged (the "Othello error") or general situational anxiety. The RIT struggles to

psychometrically distinguish between the fear associated with general accusation and the fear

associated specifically with planned deception, leading to its eventual decline in preference within

the polygraph community.

3. Historical Precedence and Evolution

The Relevant-Irrelevant Test represents one of the earliest structured methodologies utilized

following the development of the modern polygraph instrument in the 1920s, particularly through

the work of figures like Leonarde Keeler. Prior to formalized tests, early deception detection

attempts relied on less structured interview techniques and rudimentary physiological recordings.

The RIT provided a much-needed framework, standardizing the comparison mechanism necessary

for objective, if flawed, scoring. It was foundational because it introduced the critical concept of

comparing crime-specific stress against baseline stress.

For several decades, the RIT served as the primary technique in both law enforcement and

security screening applications. Its dominance persisted throughout the mid-20th century,

particularly in pre-employment screening and criminal investigations where other, more complex

techniques had not yet been fully developed or validated. The RIT was relatively simple to

administer and interpret compared to emerging techniques, requiring less sophisticated
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psychological training for the examiner. This ease of implementation contributed to its widespread,

albeit problematic, use during this period.

The eventual decline and replacement of the RIT began significantly with the rise of modern

psychological critiques regarding polygraph validity and the development of the Control Question

Test (CQT). Researchers recognized that the RIT's comparison standard (an irrelevant question)

was insufficient because it did not generate a comparable level of psychological threat. The CQT,

developed to address this deficiency, sought to create a true psychological control by pitting the

subject's fear of lying about the relevant crime (if guilty) against their fear of lying about a control

issue (if innocent). This represented a major paradigm shift away from the simple irrelevant

baseline comparison central to the RIT structure.

4. Key Procedural Components (RIT)

The administration of the RIT requires a specific sequence and typology of questions to ensure the

comparative metrics are generated effectively. These components are essential for establishing

the physiological baseline and measuring deviations indicative of deception concerning the specific

crime.

Irrelevant Questions (I-Questions): These are neutral inquiries designed to elicit minimal

physiological response and establish the examinee's resting or low-anxiety baseline. They are

factual, non-threatening, and known to be true by both the examiner and the subject. Examples

include confirming the subject's name, age, or location. These questions are crucial for setting the

scoring standard against which relevant responses are measured.

Relevant Questions (R-Questions): These are the central inquiries of the test, dealing directly

with the facts of the crime under investigation. These questions are phrased clearly to require a

simple "yes" or "no" answer, often focusing on involvement, knowledge, or specific actions related

to the offense. These questions are designed to maximize the specific anxiety of detection in a

guilty subject.

Symptomatic or Sacrifice Questions: Although not always central to the scoring, these

questions are sometimes included to ensure the examinee is focused, cooperative, and

understands the process. A common sacrifice question might be, "Do you understand that I will

only ask questions we discussed?" or "Do you intend to answer truthfully?" These serve to alleviate

general test anxiety and focus the subject's attention before the critical Relevant questions are

introduced.

Scoring and Interpretation: The physiological responses to the R-Questions are compared

directly to the responses elicited by the I-Questions. If the R-Question consistently produces a

reaction (e.g., greater amplitude in GSR, sharper increase in heart rate) significantly larger than the
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I-Question, the outcome is interpreted as a "Deception Indicated" (DI) result. If the responses are

similar, or if the I-Question responses are greater, the result tends toward "No Deception Indicated"

(NDI).

5. Limitations and Transition to the Control Question Test (CQT)

The most significant limitation of the RIT, which ultimately drove its obsolescence, was its inherent

lack of a strong psychological control. The fundamental inequality between the neutral Irrelevant

question and the accusatory Relevant question creates an unequal comparison, often referred to

as a "guilt-biased" test. This structural weakness means that an innocent person, fearing the

repercussions of a false accusation, will almost inevitably show heightened reactivity to the

relevant question, leading to a high rate of False Positive (DI) errors.

Furthermore, the RIT was susceptible to countermeasures. A sophisticated deceptive subject could

artificially heighten their physiological responses to the Irrelevant questions (e.g., subtle muscular

tension or mental arithmetic) to elevate the baseline, thereby minimizing the perceived difference

when answering the Relevant questions. Because the control baseline (I-Questions) lacked

intrinsic psychological stress, it was easily manipulated, undermining the validity of the

comparison.

The recognition of these limitations spurred the development and widespread adoption of the

Control Question Test (CQT), which revolutionized polygraph methodology. The CQT introduced

the concept of the "control question"--a question unrelated to the primary crime but broad enough

to cause most people to lie or feel uneasy (e.g., "Have you ever told a lie to get out of trouble?").

This CQT question is structurally designed to elicit a known-lie or high-anxiety response, providing

a psychologically comparable baseline of stress against the relevant crime questions. The shift

from comparing relevant questions against an irrelevant (neutral) baseline (RIT) to comparing them

against a stressful, but non-crime-specific, control baseline (CQT) dramatically improved the

statistical validity and perceived fairness of polygraph testing, causing the RIT to recede into

history as a procedural precursor.

6. Relationship to Other Techniques (e.g., Guilty Knowledge Test)

While the RIT is primarily contrasted with its successor, the CQT, it also stands in methodological

contrast to the Guilty Knowledge Test (GKT), also known as the Concealed Information Test

(CIT). The RIT and CQT are designed to detect deception--the act of lying about involvement. The

GKT, conversely, is not designed to detect the lie itself, but rather to detect whether the examinee

possesses specific information known only to the perpetrator and investigators.

The RIT focuses on the global emotional response (fear/anxiety) associated with lying about a

crime. The GKT, however, presents the subject with a series of options regarding crime facts (e.g.,
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"Was the weapon a knife, a gun, a rope, a hammer, or a rock?"), only one of which is correct. The

theory is that the guilty person will show a stronger, orienting response only to the one critical item

that holds specific meaning to them. The GKT thus relies on cognitive recognition and memory

retrieval rather than the generalized fear of exposure that the RIT attempts to capture.

Methodologically, the GKT is generally considered to have a stronger scientific basis and higher

reliability than both the RIT and the CQT, primarily because it measures verifiable knowledge

rather than ambiguous emotional states. Because the RIT attempts to measure the non-specific

emotional impact of the relevant question, it is highly susceptible to confounding variables. In

contrast, the GKT's reliance on stimulus specificity makes it much harder to manipulate via

countermeasures or generalize through situational anxiety, illustrating the vast improvement in

specificity achieved by moving beyond the simple "relevant vs. irrelevant" dichotomy.

7. Forensic Significance and Admissibility

In contemporary forensic practice, the Relevant-Irrelevant Test holds minimal operational

significance. Its use has been largely abandoned by governmental and law enforcement agencies

in favor of the CQT or variations of the GKT, due to the recognized high error rate, particularly

concerning false positives. The historical significance of the RIT, however, remains substantial, as

it provided the initial structure upon which later, more complex and purportedly accurate polygraph

methodologies were built.

Regarding legal admissibility, polygraph results--including those generated by the RIT--have faced

severe scrutiny in courts globally, especially in the United States. While polygraph evidence may

be conditionally admissible in some specialized contexts (e.g., post-conviction sex offender

monitoring or disciplinary hearings), the vast majority of U.S. federal courts and many state courts

exclude polygraph evidence in criminal trials as failing to meet standards of scientific reliability,

such as those established by the Daubert standard. The RIT, due to its documented vulnerability to

false positives and lack of a reliable control baseline, would be particularly unlikely to satisfy

modern standards of scientific validity in any judicial setting.

Therefore, the legacy of the RIT is primarily academic--it serves as an important case study

demonstrating the evolution of psychological testing protocols. It highlights the critical necessity of

robust comparison baselines in psychophysiological measurement and underscores the difficulty

inherent in trying to isolate the physiological signature of deceit from the background noise of

generalized fear and situational stress experienced by any examinee facing serious inquiry.

8. Further Reading

Polygraph (Wikipedia)

Control Question Test (Wikipedia)
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Guilty Knowledge Test (Wikipedia)

The Truth About Lie Detectors (APA)
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