Graphology

Handwriting analysis, or graphology, has been popular as a parlor game and carnival attraction for many decades. The principle behind graphology is that traits can be assessed from various characteristics of a person’s handwriting. Since graphology is not widely used in the United States—although Gatewood and Field (2001) estimated that 2,500 U.S. firms use graphology as a screening device!—there would be little reason to even mention it if it were not for the increasing presence of other cultures in the American workplace and the appearance of Americans in the international workplace. Thus, Americans who emigrate to France or Israel may be surprised to be asked to provide a handwriting sample as part of a preemployment screening process. Similarly, a manager in an American workplace who formerly worked for a French or Israeli company may suggest that his or her HR department consider adding a graphology component to the screening of applicants.


Rafaeli and Klimoski (1983) studied the relationship between assessments of the handwriting of 104 real estate agents conducted by expert graphologists and measures of the performance of those agents. No relationship was found. Other studies have come to similar conclusions. When a study seems to support the validity of the graphological analysis, it is likely that the “validity” was produced by the content of what participants wrote, not the characteristics of their handwriting. In a meta-analysis of graphology studies, Neter and Ben-Shakhar (1989) found that graphologists were no better than nongraphologists in predicting future performance by examining an applicant’s handwriting.


The lack of value notwithstanding, it is interesting to speculate why graphology seems to have such a firm foothold in France and Israel. We asked two questions of a French (Steiner, 2002) and an Israeli (Eden, 2002) I-O colleague: Is it true that graphology is still practiced widely? If so, why? Both colleagues answered that it was correct that graphology was still practiced widely in their countries, much to their embarrassment. Indeed, our Israeli colleague reported that many employers prefer to receive résumés in handwritten form so that they can be subjected to graphological analysis. The “why” question was a bit more complicated. Our Israeli colleague speculated that the reason for the widespread use of graphology in Israel was that the procedure has been used in France for over 100 years, and there were very close ties between Israel and France until the mid-1950s. The Israelis generally adopted French business practices, including those related to HR, without much critical evaluation. The French colleague answered that graphology had been practiced in France since 1870, inspired by a book published in Italy in 1622. At the turn of the 20th century, graphology was popular in many European countries. By the late 1940s graphology had taken on the status of a vocational training program in France, complete with two-year diplomas. To this day graphologists in France exert a strong commercial lobbying effort. A French psychologist has written extensively about the history and futility of handwriting analysis (Bruchon-Schweitzer, 2002), but apparently to no avail.
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The Polygraph

It is ironic that the first polygraph (often known as the “lie detector” test) was introduced into the United States by one of the fathers of I-O psychology, Hugo Munsterberg (Landy, 1992, 1997; Munsterberg, 1913). Like graphology, the polygraph relies on deceptively simple logic. The assumption is made that when people are being dishonest, their physiological reactions will signal that they are being deceptive. The measures that a polygraph takes are illustrated in Figure 4.10; several different pens record physiological activity (thus the term “polygraph”).


Both the theory and technique of lie detection have been the subject of extensive critiques (Iacono & Lykken, 1997; Landy, 1989; Lykken, 1981, 1983; Sackett & Decker, 1979). The National Academy of Sciences recently completed an extensive review of the subject (National Research Council, 2002) and concluded once again that there is little value in using the polygraph for employee selection purposes. They liken the polygraph community to a cult or priesthood with secret rituals and faith-based beliefs.


Virtually every review, report, and critique reaches the same conclusion: The polygraph has no value for preemployment screening. The U.S. Congress passed the Employee Polygraph Protection Act in 1988; since then, the polygraph has virtually disappeared from the applicant screening process in most private sector jobs. The law still permits the use of the device for security service firms and organizations that manufacture controlled substances. In addition, federal agencies (e.g., FBI, CIA, NRC, nuclear weapons labs) are permitted to use the polygraph for preemployment and incumbent screening (Maranto, 2001). These exceptions are disappointing, particularly in light of the most recent government report on the value of the polygraph for preemployment screening (National Research Council, 2002). If there is no empirical support for the theory or the technique, it is hard to understand why it may be unacceptable for use with one group of applicants but acceptable for another. As was the case with emotional intelligence tests, there is often a chasm between science and practice. I-O psychologists are working to fill that chasm with data.


Interestingly, many employers who are permitted to use the polygraph as part of a screening process, such as police departments, are only mildly interested in the scientific and psychological debate. They point out that since the employee or applicant believes that the polygraph “works,” he or she will make admissions on application blanks and during polygraph examination interviews that would not normally be made. Obviously, this dynamic is exactly the one that concerns the civil liberties community: the intimidating and possibly insidious power of the process, not just its results.
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