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The scientific study of graphology (handwriting analysis) has had a long history. Many 
practitioners believe that graphology is a valuable selection aid and use this technique in a 
selection context, and in some European countries it is quite well thought of. Whiie a few 
articles have proposed that graphology is a valid and useful selection technique, the 
overwhelming results of well-controlled empirical studies have been that the technique has 
not demonstrated acceptable validity. A review of relevant literature regarding both theory 
and research indicates that, while the procedure may have an intuitive appeal, graphology 
should not be used in a selection context. 

raphology (the study and analysis of G handwriting, usually to assess personality) 
has been used in the United States and 
internationally for decades as an aid in making 
employment decisions such as hiring, 
termination, training, promotion, and transfer. 
Because these workplace decisions are vital, it is 
important to note that there is a substantial 
difference of opinion between scientists and 
practitioners regarding the effectiveness of 
graphology in general, and more importantly, 
for selection purposes. 

Often organizational researchers are criticized 
for conducting research studies which are not 
useful for practicing managers and their 
organizations. But the study of graphology 
should not be criticized on that basis. It is an 
example where researchers have noticed its 
widespread use and have tried to scientifically 
determine its suitability. However, many of the 
research findings, especially from those studies 
which have been conducted in the context of 
organizations and employment decisions, have 
not been supportive of its use. In spite of the 
recent increasing scientific evidence of the limits 
of its usefulness, there has been a corresponding 
but counterintuitive increase in its use among 
practitioners (e.g Blinkhorn 1993; Neter and Ben- 
Shakhar 1989 Rafaeli and Klimoski 1983; Taylor 
and Saclcheim 1988). 

The primary purpose of this paper is to 
examine this paradox of graphology usage 
through a summary review of literature and 
information from practitioners and present our 
conclusions based on this examination. In the 
next section, we will acquaint the reader with the 
basic elements of generally used graphological 
procedures. 

The procedure 

Generally, graphology is used to determine 
personality characteristics of individuals through 
analysis of their handwriting. There are different 
approaches and techniques used for analysis (e.g. 
Graphoanalysis, which is a copyrighted 
technique, thus the capitalization), depending 
on the goals of the graphologist, but all of them 
have certain underlying theoretical assumptions 
which have been summarized by Bell (1948). 
McNeal (1967) summarized Bell’s assumptions 
by saying that ‘in essence handwriting traits 
manifest personal traits and, under the careful 
scrutiny of an experienced graphologist, offer 
information about the writer’ (p. 364). 

The following three-point procedure was 
outlined by McNeal (1967, p. 364) and provides 
a good example of graphologists’ general 
activities when conducting an analysis, 
regardless of the context or its use: 
(I) Obtain a handwriting specimen. Ideally, this 

specimen should contain variety, that is, 
most of the letters of the alphabet, capitals, 
etc., and should be 5-100 words long. If 
possible, it should be written with pen on 
unlined paper. It is believed that more can be 
discovered about the writer if two or three 
specimens are obtained over a month or two, 
although the actual additional value of other 
specimens is not certain. Also, knowing the 
age, sex, and race of the writer will improve 
the quality of the findings; 

(2) Analyze the handwriting specimen according 
to a set of criteria. The actual criteria vary 
somewhat by the school to which the 
graphologist belongs. Measurement consists 
of two types: measuring with common tools 
such as a ruler or protractor those criteria 
objective enough to yield measurable items, 
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e.g. slant, height, width; and determining the 
presence or absence of various factors, e.g. 
regularity, harmony, degree of 
connectedness; 

(3) Interpret the results of the handwriting 
analysis through comparison and summation 
of the measures obtained. Bases for 
interpretation are derived from empirical 
evidence of earlier investigators as they are 
for other projective techniques. 

The organizational use of graphology as an 
aid in employment decisions comes when the 
assessment of individual characteristics, 
conducted similarly to that described above, is 
used solely, or in part, to determine such things 
as who should be hired, who should be 
terminated, who should be promoted, who 
should be sent to what schools for what training, 
and who should be transferred to another job or 
location. The typical approach is to make 
associations of personality characteristics with 
success on the job, then select candidates having 
the highest probability for success based on the 
fit between the position and their personality. 
Most companies which use graphology combine 
it with other more traditional methods such as 
interviews, biographical informa tion, and 
reference checks. 

is aphology really a projective 
tecLque? 

Projective techniques are used quite extensively 
in psychological assessment. They typically 
consist of amorphous stimuli so as to permit a 
respondent an unlimited range of responses. The 
most well-known example is the Rorschach 
Inkblot Test. According to Anastasi (1976): 

The underlying hypothesis is that the way in 
which the individual perceives and interprets 
the test material, or ‘structures’ the situation, 
will reflect fundamental aspects of his 
psychological functioning. In other words, it 
is expected that the test materials will serve as 
a sort of screen on which the respondent 
‘projects’ his characteristic thought processes, 
needs, anxieties, and conflicts. (p. 559). 
The defining characteristics of projective tests 

are, according to Frank (1948): (I) the lack of 
stimd,us structure; (2) the multiplicity of 
responses permitted; and (3) the absence of right 
or wrong answers. AUport (1961) classified 
handwriting analysis as a projective technique. 
We would disagree with that assessment. With 
respect to the three criteria outlined above we 
believe that graphology, as it is practiced, does 
not constitute a projective test: 
(1) Contrary to Frank’s (1948) first criterion, the 

stimulus for graphology is quite structured. 
Graphology always requires a written 
sample, and the writing sample is the unit 
of analysis. Unlike some projective devices 
which require a written sample, the content 
of a handwriting sample is of no import to a 
graphologist, while with a projective test the 
content of the written sample is the unit of 
analysis. Graphology fails on this criterion. 
Graphology does not permit a multiplicity of 
response. One must write a sample in cursive 
handwriting. Typically this written sample is 
on a topic suggested by the graphologist. A 
respondent is not required to project 
anything concerning beliefs, and desires. 
Graphology fails on this criterion. 
Graphology is not concerned with value 
judgments of the content of a handwriting 
sample. Responses are not evaluated in terms 
of correct or incorrect answers. Graphology 
meets this requirement. 

Overall, graphology meets only one of the 
three defining characteristics of a projective test. 
Thus, we conclude that it would be incorrect to 
classify it as a projective device. It should not be 
classified with tests like the Rorschach and the 
Thematic Apperception Test (TAT). However, 
interestingly, while graphology is not a 
projective technique, it still suffers from a similar 
set of problems which occur while using 
projective techniques. Thus, inspite of our 
assertion that it is not a projective technique, 
graphology can, and should, still be evaluated 
from a psychometric standpoint. 

The conundrum of research results 
versus practitioner use 
Scientific evidence 

There are highly divergent views on the utility 
of graphology. The divergence is found between 
academics in the very early years and those in 
more recent years. It is also found between 
academics in more recent years and today’s 
practitioners who use it in spite of evidence 
indicating they probably should not. 

In the early years, there appears to have been 
some support from the academic community 
(eg. Allport and Vernon 1933; Downey 1923; 
Hull and Montgomery 1919). According to Hull 
and Montgomery (1919), ‘At least since 1662 
when Camillo Baldo published in Italy his 
treatise on the method of determining the 
character of a person by his handwriting, there 
has been in existence a more or less systematic 
and growing body of belief on this subject’ (p. 
63). They further noted that Alfred Binet had 
provided ’the only serious attempt [up to that 
time] to bring the rather elusive subject matter of 
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graphology under objective scientific conditions‘ 
(p. 64). So it is clear that its use and scientific 
research devoted to it are not new. 

This support by the academic community has 
not been sustained in more recent years. We 
found only six published research studies in the 
last 20 years which attempted to determine the 
effectiveness of graphology with some level of 
scientific rigour, though they were not 
conducted or interpreted in an organizational 
context. Of those, the findings of three were 
clearly negative about graphology’s 
effectiveness (Lester, McLaughlin and Nosal 
1977; Vestewig and Moss 1977; Vestewig, 
Santee and Moss 1976) and the findings of 
three were somewhat positive about it 
(Crumbaugh 1977; Crumbaugh and Stockholm 
1977; Williams, Berg-Cross and Berg-Cross 
1977). However, Crumbaugh (1977) was merely 
responding to Vestewig ef al. (1976) and 
Vestewig and Moss (1977) was a rejoinder to 
Crumbaugh (1977). Thus, there were actually 
only two positive (Crumbaugh and Stockholm 
1977 and Williams, Berg-Cross and Berg-Cross 
1977) and two negative (Lester, McLaughlin and 
Nosal 1977 and Vestewig, Santee and Moss 
1976) articles. We provide summaries of these 
four articles in the following paragraphs. 

Crumbaugh and Stockholm (1977) argued that 
an ‘atomistic’ methodology using ’sign’ or trait 
validation had never fared well in determining 
validity of projective techniques. Therefore, their 
investigation used a ‘global’ or ’holistic’ 
approach. They had Graphoanalysts write ’blind’ 
personality sketches of five Ss based on a sample 
of the Ss’ writing. Then each sketch was matched 
to one of the Ss by people who knew the Ss. 
There were five replications with total data 
significantly different from chance p<O.OOI. 
They interpreted the results very cautiously to 
mean ’that at least some Graphoanalysts have 
written personality sketches of some subjects, 
based upon their handwriting alone, which have 
been correctly recognized by at least some 
matchers who know the subjects’ (p. 407). 

Williams ef al. (1977) hypothesized that 
introversion, extroversion, impulsivity, and 
reflectivity would be reflected in the handwriting 
characteristics of their 46 female university 
student Ss. Reliability coefficients for ten of the 
eleven indices were over 0.95, and the other was 
0.92. Beyond the usefulness of demonstrating 
the ability to get such high reliability, the study 
used factor analysis to reveal that there were at 
least three different writing styles, each relating 
to one of three dimensions (i.e. extroversion, 
introversion, and reflectivity). They concluded 
that, ’this study tended both to confirm and cast 
doubt upon certain claims of graphologists’ (p. 
297). 

Using two samples of 68 and 43 university 

students, Lester ef al. (1977) attempted to 
correlate presence or absence of 16 handwriting 
signs which have been reported as signs for 
extroversion with extroversion scores on a 
personality inventory. There were no significant 
correlations between graphological signs and 
extroversion scores from the test. Thus, they 
concluded that ‘graphological signs for 
extroversion are of questionable validity’ (p. 
138). 

Vestewig ef al. (1976) had six handwriting 
analysts rate 48 handwriting specimens on 15 
personality variables. They found no significant 
positive correlations between the analysts‘ 
ratings and the inventory assessment of 
personality, yet a mean confidence measure of 
each trait by each rater indicated they were 
relatively confident of their ratings. Additionally, 
the raters were, at a later time, able to distinguish 
between their own report on the traits and a 
bogus report on the traits for only two of the 15 
traits. Inter-judge reliability was poor. They 
concluded that ‘ the results show no validity for 
graphoanalytic assessment of personality’ (p. 
596). 

In addition to the four articles reviewed above 
which were not in the organizational context, we 
found ten articles published in recent years 
which examined the usefulness of graphology in 
an organizational context. The seven which were 
empirically based focused on graphology as used 
in an organizational context (Ben-Shakkhar, Bar- 
Hillel, Bilu, Ben-Abba and Flug 1986; Green, Rao 
and Armani 1971; Keinan, Barak and Ramati 
1984; Kravitz, Stinson and Chavez 1995; Neter 
and Ben-Shakhar 1989; Rafaeli and Klimoski 
1988; Zdep and Weaver 1967). Two of the three 
which were not empirically based also focused 
on the use of graphology in organizations 
(Blinkhom 1993; Rafaeli and Drory 1983), while 
the third included a discussion of its use in 
organizations along with a more general 
discussion of it (Klimoski and Rafaeli 1983). 
Importantly, all these studies reflected 
negatively on the use of graphology in 
organizations. Summaries of these ten articles 
are provided in the following paragraphs. 

Ben-Shakhar ef al. (1986) used two empirical 
studies to test the validity of graphological 
predictions. In one study bank employees were 
rated by graphologists on several job relevant 
traits. A linear model developed for the study 
outperformed the graphologists. In the second 
study, the professions of 40 successful 
professionals were judged. The graphologists 
did not perform significantly better than a 
chance model. The results of both studies led 
to the conclusion that, when analyzing 
spontaneously produced text, graphologists 
’can achieve positive, if small, validities. 
However, when nongraphologists analyse the 
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same data, they achieve similar validities. So 
does a naive and nonoptimal linear model of the 
information in these texts’ (p. 648). 

Green ef al. (1971) conducted a pilot study for 
determining the possible utility of handwriting 
analysis in revealing personality traits that could 
be useful in business problems such as credit 
screening, personnel selection, and buying 
behaviour. Using seven professional 
graphologists and seven control subjects, they 
found both low predictive ability and low inter- 
judge reliabilities across predictions. 

Keinan et al. (1984) examined the reliability 
and validity of graphology as a means for 
selecting applicants for an officer training course. 
Comparisons were made between predictions by 
six professional graphologists, six psychologists, 
and six lay persons of the same 65 handwriting 
samples. They found that some graphologists 
were able to increase the effiaency of the overall 
selection process, but that effiaency was allied 
with individual differences among the 
graphologists. It was concluded that ‘the validity 
of the general prediction as a result of 
psychological evaluation is much higher than 
that of the graphologists’ (p. 820). 

In the most recent study we found, Kravitz et 
al. (1995) evaluated graphology, along with 15 
other techniques which could be used to select or 
promote people into production or management 
positions. They hied to determine the fairness, 
job relevance, appropriateness, and invasiveness 
of all 16 techniques as evaluated by 212 student 
subjects. The most negative evaluations were in 
response to the use of the astrology, 
graphology, and polygraph‘ (p. 5). 

Using a meta-analytic approach, Neter and 
Ben-Shakhar (1989) examined the validity of 
graphology. They found 17 studies dealing with 
the validity of graphology as a selection device. 
Those studies used a total of 63 graphologists 
and 51 nongraphologists who evaluated 1,223 
handwriting samples. They concluded that, 
’graphologists are not better than non- 
graphologists in predicting future performance 
on the basis of handwritten scripts. Actually, the 
graphologists’ predictions had somewhat lower 
correlations with the criteria‘ (p. 743). 

Rafaeli and Klimoski (1983) examined four 
issues pertinent to the application of handwriting 
analysis to screening of job applicants. Twenty 
professional graphologists were used to analyze 
103 handwriting samples. The study found ‘little 
evidence for the support of inferences based on 
handwriting analysis as a predictor in personnel 
work’ (p. 217). 

Rafaeli and Klimoski (1983) found that 20 
expert graphologists provided only ‘minimal 
support for an analysis of inferences based on 
handwriting’ (p. 214). Reliability was found to be 
satisfactory but validity findings were generally 

low. Furthermore, the difference between the 
predictive ability of graphologists and that of 
control subjects was not significant. 

Zdep and Weaver (1967) used handwriting 
samples from 63 life insurance salesmen in an 
attempt to select both successful and 
unsuccessful salesmen through use of 
Graphoanalysis. While they found it was not 
possible to select successful salesmen in this 
manner, they found it may be possible in certain 
instances to select unsuccessful ones. 

Blinkhom, of Psychometric Research and 
Development in the United Kingdom, severely 
criticized graphology in his 1993 article, 
especially as used by and in organizations. After 
reviewing many of the reasons for skepticism 
about it, he concluded that I . . .  it makes no 
concessions to scientific methodology or 
standards, and ... when it is put to the test it 
fails’ (p. 208). 

Rafaeli and Drory (1988) recognized and 
documented much of the inconsistency between 
the increasing use of graphology as a selection 
tool in organizations and the lack of research 
support for such use. They identified four 
categories of variables which may moderate 
the reliability and validity of graphology. They 
were attributes of the writer, attributes of the 
graphologists, attributes of the job, and the 
organizational context. They then proposed a 
research framework that might improve the 
validity of decisions about employment of 
graphology for personnel selection. 

Klimoski and Rafaeli (1983) also recognized 
and documented the growing popular interest in 
graphology in the face of limited scientific 
research evidence for its use. In one section of 
their paper, they dealt with this issue in the 
workplace. Their paper concluded that ‘The 
present state of knowledge on this topic can 
best be described by saying its use in applied 
settings is premature ... the general trend of 
findings is to suggest that graphology is not a 
viable assessment method (p. 191). 

In summary, of the 14 relevant published 
articles which we found, only two were positive 
toward the effectiveness of graphology. Neither 
of those dealt explicitly with the organizational 
context and both were very careful in their 
expression of the findings of support for it. Our 
finding here is consistent with the rigourous 
meta-analysis performed by Neter and Ben- 
Shakhar (1989). 

Our review of the literature suggests that the 
utility of graphology as an aid in employment 
decisions is questionable at best. Much of the 
research has shown graphology to be reliable, 
however it has not been demonstrated to be 
valid. Our conclusion in this regard is supported 
also by James and Loewenthal(l991) and Taylor 
and Sackheim (1988). Validity is an important 
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Germany Schuler, Frier and Kauffmann (1991) 
Shackleton and Newell (1994) 

Maby (1989) 
Shackleton and Newell (1994) 
Shackleton and Newell (1991) 
Beavan and Fryatt (1988) 
Bruchon-Schweitzer and Femeux (1991) 
Shackleton and Newell (1994) 
Shackleton and Newell (1991) 
Shackleton and Newell (1994) Belgium (French) 

Belgium (Flemish) Shackleton and Newell (1994) 
Italy Shackleton and Newell (1994) 

United Kingdom Smith (1991) 

~ France 

consideration in selection methods and tools, 
and if, as it appears might be the case in 
graphology, the technique is not valid, then it 
has minimal utility. 

Other evidence 

During about the same general time period when 
the scientific, organization-relevant studies with 
uniformly negative findings which are 
summarized above were being published, 
practitioners continued giving testament to 
graphology’s usefulness in organizations (e.g. 
Bark 1992; Fullmer 1971; Green 1978; Hager 
1977; Hopper and Stanford 1992; Mikels 1970; 
Shelton 1978; Slevin 1978; Smith 1992; Taylor 
and Sackheim 1988). It is important to note that 
these articles were largely anecdotal, and 
provided relatively non-scientific evidence. It is 
also interesting that the uniformly negative 
findings from the more organization-relevant 
scientific studies were not sufficient to deter 
practitioners from such widespread and increased 
use of graphology to aid in employment 
decisions. 

Abundant information is available Concerning 
the use of graphology in European countries 
which suggests that, until recently, it had 
widespread acceptance there. However, 
according to the results of some more recent 
studies, most of that might be overstated. As is 
indicated by the survey data in Table 1, 
graphology is not widely used in the countries 
surveyed, except for France and French-speaking 
Belgium. 

In order to corroborate the notion that 
graphology is used in the selection procedure 
by organizations in France, late in 1994 and early 
in 1995 we asked our French colleagues with e- 
mail addresses in the Academy of Management 
Directory, the extent to which graphology was 

used in the selection process in France. They 
responded that graphology is, indeed, alive and 
well in France. Further, much anecdotal evidence 
is available concerning the use of graphology by 
large French companies such as St. Gobain, Elf 
Aquitaine, Credit Lyonnais, and Peugeot. 
Although we found no summary statistics, 
Israelis reportedly use graphology in military 
and manufacturing settings. 

Similar statistics for organizations in the 
United States are difficult to unearth. An early 
1995 discussion on the Academy of 
Management’s HRNet Internet forum 
demonstrated the extent to which those in 
academia generally deride the contribution of 
graphology to the selection process. However, 
regardless of what academics might believe, 
there are reports that an increasing number of 
organizations are using graphology. By some 
estimates there may have been as many as 3,000 
organizations using graphology in 1977 (Hager 
1977), up from about 500 in 1970 (Mikels 1970). 
Much more recently, Milkovich and Boudreau 
(1994) and Smith (1992) stated that graphology 
is an increasingly used predictor in the selection 
programs of organizations in the United States. 
Interestingly, one practitioner recently reported 
to us that graphology is more appealing to 
CEOs than to Human Resources professionals 
due to the human resources‘ emphasis on 
measurement and legal defensibility issues 
(Personal communication, Mark Hopper, January 
23, 1995). 

Practitioner considerations 
While the evidence from practitioners is largely 
anecdotal, those who employ services of 
graphologists appear to believe the results are 
positive. Further, there are several notable and 
successful business organizations that use 

Table I :  Usage of graphology in selection processes in European countries 

Country Literahre Source 
% of respondmfs 
using graphology 

6 
<1 

2 
3 

<I 
<1 
5 

93 
38 
49 
24 
6 

<I 
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graphologists’ services. The divergent 
perspectives of practitioners and researchers 
give rise to questions about the sources of the 
differences and who is right. 

The important issues in this vein include 
reliability, validity, and the utility of graphology 
in the context of human resource decisions, 
especially relative to other methods. Issues of 
reliability include inter-rater reliability for the 
same subjects, intra-rater reliability across 
subjects, and inter- and intra-rater reliability 
over time. These are issues of consistency in 
ratings. Validity issues concern the ability of the 
method to discriminate individual characteristics 
and, in the human resource context, discern 
differences that are predictive of subsequent 
performance. The utility issue includes the added 
value of using graphology over other methods 
(or other methods over graphology). The 
research and anecdotes discussed thus far 
suggest some areas yet to be resolved in pursuit 
of answers for these questions. 

One problem in particular concerns the issue 
of inter-rater reliability. There are several schools 
teaching graphology methods, and approaches 
vary to some extent. Theory, research and 
practice have yet to systematize or standardize 
methods of analysis across raters. Because of this, 
graphology can be thought of similarly to 
psychoanalysis, which in practice is somewhat 
a blend of art form and science. However, to our 
knowledge, there has been no attempt to 
delineate what part is art and what part is 
science in graphology. 

In many approaches and for many 
graphologists, interpretation is in terms of the 
individual graphologist, and that person’s biases 
and perceptions. While the several variables in 
handwriting can potentially be measured with 
some degree of precision, interpreting the 
meaning of the inter-relationships of these 
measured variables is much more difficult, and 
practice has not yet achieved the sophistication 
to do this. Furthermore, while there is the 
potential to measure handwriting variables with 
some precision (which may facilitate reliability), 
the lack of standardization results in even the 
most objective aspect of graphology being 
reduced to art form characteristics in many 
cases. It seems appropriate to apply rigourous 
scientific approaches to this issue if any progress 
is to be made. 

In order for this to occur, there must be some 
consensus in the field of graphology regarding 
the advancement of the practice. This is an 
empirical issue for graphology researchers to 
pursue in order to further define any 
relationships between handwriting variables, 
their measurement, and their purported 
meanings. However, given the research findings 
and anecdotal evidence above, it appears that to 

date the development of graphology is driven 
by practice to a greater extent than scientific 
inquiry. 

One notable exception to this tendency, and 
an example of an organization which is 
apparently attempting to address these reliability 
and validity issues is Handwriting Research 
Corporation (HRC), a commercial concern 
(Robinson and Hopper 1994). This enterprise 
has undertaken a systematic approach to 
handwriting analysis which includes the 
development of a computerized analysis 
program. 

In essence, this system uses technicians who 
are trained to respond to measurement issues 
which are posed by the computer program, 
rather than responding to graphological issues. 
The program requests responses to 396 
measurement questions, and responses are 
facilitated by templates and examples on the 
screen. HRC has conducted reliability and 
validity studies using their system. They report 
in tra-ra ter tes t-re tes t reliability coefficients 
ranging from 0.75 to 0.90 for three raters on 
four personality characteristics using a sample of 
41 participants who submitted two samples of 
the same prescribed text six weeks apart. They 
also reported inter-rater reliability coefficients 
ranging from 0.62 to 0.83 for these same three 
raters on the same four criteria. 

The validity studies used individuals selected 
for variance in their personal history variables 
related to traits commonly assessed by 
graphologists. Four separate samples were used 
to estimate validity coefficients for honesty (n = 
201), emotional stability (n = 191), judgment (n 
= 211), and substance abuse risk (n = 184). 
ANOVAs for three categories (i.e. high, medium, 
and low) of each of the four variables were all 
significant at p = 0.001. Personal histories were 
used to categorize the participants whose 
handwriting was analyzed. Post hoc tests revealed 
significant differences between each of the 
subgroups on the four variables as well. 

Another study by this group was a predictive 
validity test for a telemarketing firm. Using 
supervisory ratings based on dollar sales figures 
over a two year period, a regression equation 
was estimated using twelve variables to 
construct a predictive model using current 
employees (n = 90). The model was then used 
to predict performance of 100 new hired (it was 
not used for selection, but estimated 
independently of selection and performance 
ratings), and results indicated an RZ of 0.69 for 
the twelve independent variables. It is notable 
that HRC does not attempt to propose which 
variables may be predictive of performance in 
general, but rather uses a current sample of the 
highly rated employees to build a model of 
characteristics associated with successfulness for 
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a specific job in a specific firm. In addition, they 
attempt to identify high risk applicants for 
variables such as the four discussed for the 
reliability studies above. 

This particular practitioner/researcher 
apparently stands alone in the field in applying 
any level of scientific rigour to the development 
and practice of graphology. We were unable to 
find any other practitioners who may be placed 
in this category, and other noted practitioners 
contacted were either unwilling or unable to 
offer any substantive evidence of reliability or 
validity, and one even offered samples of 
inaccurate information which are used for 
promotional literature. 

In summary, it appears that, in general, 
practitioners have not advanced the field or 
study of graphology in a scientifically 
meaningful sense with the possible exception 
of the HRC group. While there is not yet 
conclusive evidence from this organization, 
preliminary results suggests that there is possible 
potential for further development. 

A primary issue is the stakes one may have in 
the process outcomes. Whereas academics have a 
stake in establishing reliability and validity 
according to accepted conventions of scientific 
rigour, the stakes of the practitioners are 
somewhat different. Practitioner stakes are based 
on product salability, which may or may not 
include scientific support. Although scientific 
support of the procedure is useful from a sales 
perspective, it is not necessarily difficult to 
belittle the findings of scientific evaluations. 
Thus, practitioners in general have little to gain 
by rigourous scientific support, but much to gain 
by enhancing the perceptions about their 
product and procedure. 

If the practitioner community believes there is 
risk in pursuing scientific support, it is likely that 
they will either avoid rigourous science, or 
employ theoretical approaches, methodologies, 
and analytical techniques that reduce the risk and 
offer supportive results. This in itself could be 
interpreted as an indictment of graphology 
given the general avoidance of the scientific 
approach by most graphologists. Even HRC has 
such stakes, and their findings are not conclusive, 
or even necessarily convincing at this stage of 
their program. For example, their studies are 
based on the results from only three to four 
raters who were trained together by HRC and 
rate on only a few dimensions, and the studies 
are atheoretical regarding both performance 
predictive characteristics and study design. 

We do recommend that any use by 
practitioners be assessed in terms of these 
questions of reliability, validity, and utility. 
While there is some scientific evidence in 
support of graphology, particularly as regards 
reliability, there is no consistent scientific 

evidence that it should be used for aiding in 
important workplace employment decisions. 

Conclusions 

In spite of the scientific evidence that 
practitioners probably should not use 
graphology in the traditional way, why do they 
continue its use? 

We would suggest that this paradox exists 
for at least two reasons. First, there is 
undoubtedly a degree of naivetC on the part 
of some of the potential consumers of 
graphology. Ben-Shakhar and Bar-Hillel (1986) 
suggest that graphology is appealing because it 
relies upon an actual sample of behaviour which 
is self-generated. In addition, handwriting is rich 
in features and attributes, and styles of 
handwriting are individual and unique. Further, 
handwriting is typically cross-situational, almost 
everyone can write, and a sample of 
handwriting is cheap and easy to obtain. To 
the uninitiated in research, using graphology 
may make some sense. Using graphology may 
thus be intuitively appealing and, presumably, 
few practitioners regularly read the research 
journals. Thus, many may be seduced by this 
appeal, especially those who are not experienced 
or trained HR professionals. 

Second, researchers may not have done an 
effective job of translating and reporting 
research findings to practitioners. Researchers 
are familiar with the empirical research 
associated with graphology and assume this is 
more widely known than it perhaps may be. 

Have researchers been successful in translating 
this research for practitioners/future 
practitioners? Using a procedure employed in a 
number of investigations concerning 
management phenomena (see Buckley and Eder 
1988), we looked at over 70 textbooks 
concerned with management and human 
resources management in order to see how 
graphology was treated. We found that the 
overwhelming majority of these books failed to 
mention graphology - perhaps because it was 
assumed everyone knows the research results - 
and those that did mention it correctly stated 
that research reveals that it is a technique of 
dubious usefulness. Perhaps we need to do a 
better, more credible job of translating research 
findings for a more general consumer audience 
and find better, more credible and user-friendly 
media for transmitting what we know. One 
colleague has suggested that the content of 
airline magazines influences practitioner opinions 
considerably more than the content of academic 
journals. We would agree. 

It was suggested as long ago as 1967 that the 
study of graphology was at the point then 
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where the study of motivation was in the 1950s 
(McNeal 1967). Some might contend that is still 
the case, however, we do not agree. Certainly 
more research can always be done on any topic. 
But the marginal gain relative to the marginal 
effort in this instance mitigates against more 
research unless something especially new and 
different is done. It appears as though the 
rigourous research in the proper context has 
generally reflected quite negatively on use of 
graphology as an aid to employment decisions 
in organizations. 

We have shown that the general trend of 
research findings suggests that graphology is 
not a viable aid in making employment decisions 
as it is typically practiced ( e g  Blinkhorn 1993; 
Klimoski and Rafaeli 1983; Rafaeli and Klimoski 
1983), primarily because researchers have had 
little success in demonstrating validity and, 
therefore, utility. It would appear that new and 
innovative approaches to the study and practice 
of graphology are called for if any possibility of 
doing this exists. 

Inspite of the large number of negative 
findings from research sending us the message 
that we should 'write off' graphology at this 
time, it seems that there is enough positive, 
anecdotal evidence from users to ensure it will 
continue to be used. As one graphologist aptly 
pointed out, the practice of using graphology in 
personnel selection is 'self-validating' because 
many of the clients who use such services once 
continue the use. Furthermore, as noted earlier, 
there may be an intuitive appeal regarding 
graphology as a personality assessment tool. It 
has been suggested that graphology might be 
used in conjunction with other assessment and 
selection devices. For instance, according to the 
Director of Recruitment at Credit Lyo~a i s ,  
'Graphology is only a complement. Nine out of 
ten times my independent appraisal of a 
candidate coincides with the graphologist's' 
(Gooding, 1991, p. 46). However, we believe 
that if an assessment tool does not add 
predictive efficiency (i.e. an increased quality of 
the candidates chosen through the selection 
process), the tool adds nothing, and should not 
be used 

However, as we have demonstrated in this 
paper, in the last two decades the evidence from 
researchers has weighed much more negatively 
against graphology. The contribution of that 
research has been to offer information regarding 
the reliability and validity of graphology. Yet, 
even with the lack of psychometric support as an 
assessment tool, there are still likely to be many 

Today the preponderance of scientific 
evidence is just too negative for practitioners 
to continue using graphology for aiding with 
vital employment decisions. We believe that 

wen sf graphology. 

until there is substantial scientifically sound new 
evidence presented, graphology should be 
written off. 
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