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Society deserves a firm understanding of psychic experiences. If there is 

nothing to the notion of psychic phenomena, we will only learn that by an 

organised effort to explore the evidence. If there really is something to it, 
then we must come to understand its implications as thoroughly as possible, 
otherwise our picture of humankind will remain woefully incomplete. 

Prof. Robert L. Morris, Koestler Chair of Parapsychology, 
Department of Psychology, University of Edinburgh 

The Koestler Chair1 was set up within the Psychology 
Department at the University of Edinburgh in 1985. The 
official remit as defined by the University was flexible: 

'Parapsychology is the scientific study of paranormal 
phenomena, in particular the capacity attributed to 
individuals to interact with their environment by means 
other than the recognised sensory and motor channels'. 

The unofficial remit was to work within this definition to 

develop a systematic, responsible research programme. 
Our approach can be described as 'sceptical' - not in 

the commonly understood sense of the term as 'disbe- 

lieving' but in the proper sense as 'questioning'. This places 
parapsychology firmly within a scientific paradigm. We 
define parapsychology as 'the study of apparent new means 
of communication, or exchange of influence, between 

organisms and environment'. The key word here is appar- 
ent - we do not take for granted that such means of 
communication exist, nor do we rule them out a priori. 
Their existence is taken as a working hypothesis. They are 
referred to by the neutral term 'psi', and they may be 
divided into two general categories of ESP and PK. For 
ESP (extrasensory perception) the organism appears to 
receive information from the environment, while PK 

(psychokinesis) denotes the organism's apparent exertion of 
influence on an aspect of the environment. 

A natural consequence of our sceptical approach is 
that we evaluate both psi and pseudopsi hypotheses; these 

may be regarded as complementary working hypotheses 
that are not mutually exclusive. The 'pseudopsi hypothesis' 
argues that most of what seems to be evidence for psi is in 
fact the result of our being misled. We may be innocently 
deceived by the 'imperfect' operations of our own psycho- 
logical processes of perception, cognition and recollection. 

Also, we may be deliberately deceived by the clever tricks 

of frauds or pseudopsychics. At the same time we test 
the 'psi hypothesis' which argues that we have access to 

apparently new means of communication that can be 

investigated using the tools of science, from the detailed 
observation and description of natural occurrences to con- 
trolled experimental studies. 

'What's not psychic but looks like it' 

Self-deception 

Unintentional self-deception involves human error in 

perception, memory, judgement and decision making, and 
other aspects of information processing. Caroline Watt of 
our group has summarised such errors and how they 
can apply to the misinterpretation of apparent every- 
day psi experiences. It has been suggested that those 
who feel they have had psychic experiences and believe 
in psychic abilities are more influenced by certain 

'cognitive biases' which lead them to misinterpret ordinary 
experiences. 

Richard Wiseman studied the effects of observers' 
attitude towards psi upon their ability to reconstruct the 
details of fraudulent psychic demonstrations they have 
witnessed on videotape. He found that those with negative 
attitudes towards psi are better at noticing important details 
on the tapes but no better at noticing unimportant details 
than those with positive attitudes. 

Chris Roe studied how clients respond to statements 
made about them by psychics and why some statements, 
called 'Barnum Statements', seem to us to apply uniquely to 
ourselves but not to others. 

Tony Lawrence is exploring what kinds of factors, as 
we are growing up, can influence our beliefs about psychic 
phenomena and our own potential abilities. Simon 
Sherwood is modelling the relationship between childhood 

experiences, fantasy proneness and sleep-related experi- 
ences, as these may contribute to the development and 
maintenance of paranormal beliefs. Carl Williams has stud- 
ied the factors that lead people to attribute meaning to 

ambiguous information. 
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Intentional deception 

We have taken an active role in this area because we feel 

parapsychologists must develop a firm conceptual under- 

standing of deception strategies. We are developing an 

understanding of mental and physical effects used by the 
deceiver, and of the techniques involved in presentation of 
an effect to the observer whereby the deceiver exploits the 
observer's normal psychological processes. Chris Roe's 
research has focused on the techniques of the psychic 
reading, a setting where much psychic deception can take 

place. He models the main strategies used by pseudopsychic 
readers, such as: gaining information in advance about 
clients; deriving information from their specific appearance 
and behaviour; use of population stereotypes; use of state- 
ments representing sound advice or promising desirable 
future events; the use of Barnum Statements, which by 
their nature actually apply to most of us but nevertheless 
seem to apply only to ourselves; fishing for feedback; 
reinterpretation after the fact; and so on. 

This aspect of our research is aimed at providing 
society with useful information about how to avoid being 
deceived, by oneself in all innocence or by unscrupulous 
tricksters. We also wish to provide researchers with a more 
effective set of tools for preventing or detecting deception 
in our past, present and future research, especially work 
with special claimants. Toward the second goal, Richard 
Wiseman and I have prepared a manual for para- 
psychological researchers on how to investigate psychic 
claimants.2 I have developed a specific model to organise 
the main strategies for simulating psychic ability and we are 

working now on a general model of deception that can be 

applied to many areas. 

Facilitating and understanding psi communication 

The majority of our work involves evaluation of the psi 
hypothesis, looking at the best evidence that new means of 
communication do exist and which can be demonstrated 
under conditions that allow systematic research to uncover 
their nature. There are three general strategies that have 
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been used within the parapsychology community: 
• spontaneous case evaluation 
• field investigations 
• controlled experimental research. 
In what follows I focus specifically on experimental 
evidence bearing on the existence of ESP. 

Our goals in experimental research are to develop 
methods that are sufficiently rigorous to rule out alternative 

interpretations, yet still produce results of sufficient strength 
and consistency that we can do systematic research aimed at 

understanding the underlying processes involved. 

Psychic ability is not easily produced. We do not see 
much clear-cut evidence of it during the normal course of 
our daily lives. In our research we know we can't ask an 
unsolicited group of people to come into our laboratory 
and Ъе psychic' on demand. If psychic functioning were 
that easy to obtain, we would have learned about it long 
ago and there would be no controversy. Therefore, we 
must look for evidence of psychic functioning under special 
circumstances, drawing in part from past experimental 
successes and from anecdotal material. 

The Chair is fortunate to have a facility for automated 

free-response ESP testing. This facility is computer- 
controlled and is designed to automate random selection and 
remote presentation of targets from a large pool of video 

clips, keeping the experimenter and the receiver blind as to 
the target identity until the appropriate moment. During the 
stimulation period, the receiver's responses to the target are 
recorded. Later, the computer presents the receiver with the 
actual target plus three decoy targets, for comparison with 
the receiver's responses. Once the computer has recorded 
the receiver's scores for each of the potential targets, the 
actual target identity is revealed. Most often, this facility is 
used in conjunction with the experimental rooms within the 

parapsychology laboratory, with the receiver being in one 
sound-attenuated and electrically shielded room, and the 
sender being in a second, remote and sensorially isolated 
room, while the experimenter monitors both from a third 

nearby control room. However, the facility may also be set 
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up to run automatically while the participant is in another 
location - for instance at their own homes. 

One productive line of parapsychological research in 
recent years has involved noise reduction techniques such 
as the Ganzfeld, developed for parapsychology by Charles 
Honorton and colleagues. This technique involves placing 
translucent hemispheres over the eyes and shining a red 

light on them. This creates a diffusely illuminated visual 
field, much like staring into a thick fog. At the same time, 
the participant wears headphones that play 'white noise' - 

a sound like radio static - and reclines in a comfortable 
chair. These are conditions of unpatterned sensory stimu- 
lation: there is nothing in particular for the participant to 
feel, see, or hear. The general line of reasoning is that if ESP 

represents the processing of some ordinarily weak signal, 
then it is important to prevent it from being masked by 
internal and external sources of noise. The homogeneous 
Ganzfeld stimulation is thought to facilitate inwardly- 
directed attention and to reduce unwanted noise so that the 
ESP information may be more readily recognised. 

A number of Ganzfeld studies have been conducted 
at Edinburgh using this automated free-response testing 
facility. A Ganzfeld study examining the role of the sender 
obtained significant overall positive results with no 
difference when there was a sender and when there was 
not. Kathy Dalton has continued this line of research in 

conducting a systematic comparison of four different 
creative groups: visual artists, musicians, actors, and writers. 
All four groups scored significantly above what would be 

expected by chance, selecting the correct target 47% of the 
time over all, as opposed to the 25% level expected by pure 
chance. A recent study used no sender but played drum- 

ming tapes to the receivers and obtained a scoring rate over 
40%. A study by a different research team compared no 
sender, one sender and two senders. They departed from 
the standard auto-Ganzfeld procedure by using only 
themselves as both senders and receivers. Each was receiver 
on average 10 times and sender on average 15 times. Thus 
all became quite familiar with the target pool. Results were 

significantly below chance for all three conditions, 
indicating that some auto-Ganzfeld procedures may lead to 

poor performance. 
During 1993, we were visited by Prof. William 

Braud, who shared his expertise and helped set up a facility 
to follow-up his research on direct mental interaction with 

living systems (DMILS). Such work involves monitoring 
the behaviour and physiology of a living system, generally 
a person, while someone else at a remote location attempts 
to influence it. One example involves using closed circuit 
video to see whether people show different physiological 
reactions when someone is staring at them, even when they 
have no sensory way of knowing when this is happening. 
Three pilot studies have been conducted with this DMILS 
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Our approach can be described as 'sceptical7 - 

not in the commonly understood sense of the 

term as 'disbelieving' but in the proper sense 

as 'questioning7 

facility at Edinburgh, two with significant positive results 
and one with encouraging but non-significant results. 

Zachary McDermott intends to expand the physiological 
measures used in DMILS research. Typically, electrodermal 

activity is used to provide a simple detection/no detection 
measure based on levels of arousal. Additional information, 
about the emotional valence associated with remote atten- 
tion (i.e., positive versus negative emotion), may be 

gathered through the monitoring of the electrical activity of 
different sets of facial muscles, which previous research has 
shown to reliably discriminate emotional responses even in 
the absence of overt facial reactions. 

Studies involving attempts to influence living systems 
seem to produce stronger results than those involving 
nonliving systems such as electronic equipment. They are 
also more relevant to one of the main practical questions of 

parapsychology: 'Is there a psychic component to alter- 
native healing practices?' Thus DMILS work will become a 

larger component of our overall research. 

Conclusions 

As we pursue our research programme, we are mindful of 
the unique historical, cultural, social, and scientific context 
in which parapsychology is embedded, even entangled. In 
an editorial essay for the European Journal of Parapsychology , I 
set out parapsychology's challenge:3 parapsychology has 
several characteristics that create problems for it and that 
must be addressed if we are to become more than, at best, 
an intriguing protoscience. Parapsychology has been linked 
to metaphysical and occult traditions in the past. 
Acceptance of psychic phenomena (psi) has been exploited 
by charlatans. Acceptance of psi can easily contribute to 
delusional systems. Parapsychology threatens the precision 
and tidiness of traditional scientific methodology. It forces 
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us to re-examine concepts such as consciousness and 
volition that have been largely ignored within science. It 

challenges fixed ideas, both materialist and non-materialist, 
about how the world works. Ethical considerations arise 
when designing research programmes. Parapsychology 
involves the study of complex, open systems. It has 

difficulty in generating and testing theory-based 
hypotheses. For these and other reasons, parapsychology 
has often been labelled a pseudoscience by philosophers and 

sociologists of science. 
At the Koestler Chair of Parapsychology, we attempt 

to address these issues by setting our research within the 
wider context of society as a whole, by developing models 
for understanding how we can be deceived by ourselves 
and others into exaggerating the role that psi may play in 
our daily lives and by pursuing the best forms of evidence 
for psychic functioning. We seek to enhance its availability, 
under methodologically sound yet ecologically valid 

conditions, through several lines of research. In this way 
we try to confront the problems raised earlier, with some 
success but with much room for improvement. 

Delivered to the Society on 3 November 1997 with Prof. Heinz 
Wolff, Director, Brunei University, institute of Bio-Engineering, 
in the Chair. 
This published text is a report of the lecture: a tape recording 
is available from the RSA Lectures Office, price £5 (inc. vat). 

1 When the celebrated writer Arthur Koestler and his wife Cynthia passed on in 
1982, they provided in their wills a fund for the establishment of a Chair in 
Parapsychology at a British University. 

2. Wiseman R and Morris R, Guidelines for testing psychic claimants, University of 
Hertfordshire Press, Hatfield (1995) 

2 Morris R, 'Parapsychology in the 1990's: addressing the challenge', European 
Journal of Parapsychology 1992, 8, pp.1 -26 
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Discussion 

JIM KENNEDY: Are there scientists outside 
psychology who are examining directly phy- 
sical aspects of supposed ESP? If scientists are 
able to establish only sensory abilities are 
involved, might ESP be subsumed under an 
enlarged concept of perception? 

THE LECTURER: Members of the physics 
community are looking at some of the 
borderline areas. One PhD thesis examined 
circumstances in which people seem to be 
responding to changes in weak fields in their 
environment. In 1998 a conference will 
bring together psychologists, biologists and 
theoretical physicists to seek ways of bridging 
the gap between some of the existing ideas in 
theoretical physics and some of the data we 
have. My own bet would be that what we 
are studying will turn out simply to enlarge 
our present set of concepts about the nature 
of perception. 

CHARLES REGAN: Could you tell us 
something about your colleagues? 

THE LECTURER: We are a research unit 
within the Dept of Psychology. I have four 
assistants: three women and one man. Three 
have PhDs in psychology from Edinburgh, 
one with an initial degree in physics; one a 
PhD in philosophy from Dundee. At any 
given time I have between eight and ten 
postgraduate students. We have communi- 
cation with researchers in other institutions, 
mainly people with a background in the 
psychological sciences and information 
sciences, sometimes in the physical and bio- 
logical sciences. 

PETER BULL (hypnotherapist): On the 
assumption that ESP does not exist, why do 
people need to believe in it? 

THE LECTURER: People need to make sense 
of their environments, to attribute meaning 

to what happens around them. We are good 
at making patterns and at spotting anomalies. 
Sometimes people have anomalous 
experiences which, for some reason or 
other, appear meaningful to them. There are 
different levels of believing. Many members 
of the Hearing Voices Network have no 
belief system about why they hear voices 
and are quite open to the possibility that it's 
brain chemistry. That's different from the 
people who believe in some particular inter- 
pretation of their experiences. Also, some 
people have a strong desire to believe that 
we know how the world works, that there 
are no new means of communication and 
that any evidence for it has to be rubbished. 

ELAINE ROLAND (lecturer in psychology, 
University of Westminster): Has anyone in 
your university investigated the so-called 
'feminine intuition'? 

THE LECTURER: When we looked at the 
sexes of sender-receiver pairs we found the 
ones that did best were mixed-sex. Female- 
to-female came next. The strongest effects 
we have seen are between senders and 
receivers who are biologically linked, not 
necessarily twins. 

DEBORAH DI DUCA (PhD student, 
psychology): In your Edinburgh experiments 
did you take physiological measures of 
the subjects, such as whether relaxation 
techniques reduced their pulse rates? 

THE LECTURER: A study incorporating 
physiological measurements in a Ganzfeld 
procedure with staring and not staring is 
starting. We have done a litde work measur- 
ing electrodermal activity and we have 
encouraging preliminary data. We will 
monitor the sets of muscles involved in 
smiling and frowning to see whether there's 
a tendency for people to smile or frown 

selectively when the target material is 
selected to induce such an emotion on the 
part of the sender or the receivers. We have 
also asked people to estimate time intervals 
and have found a positive but non- 
significant correlation in the expected 
direction: the shorter they feel the time has 
been, the better they do. 

DR MAUREEN SHEEHAN (consultant clinical 
psychologist): In a long analysis there are 
many occasions when the analyst or the 
analysand has a dream which picks up some- 
thing that was thought but not said - we 
would call that unconscious communication 
between the two. The time lapse may be 
considerable, with the dream 24 hours later. 
So there may be information that you are 
not picking up because the subject is giving 
an immediate response. 

THE LECTURER: The experiment is spread 
over half an hour and we will be looking at 
whether responses in the second half are 
better than those in the first half. If what you 
are suggesting has validity maybe we would 
see a recruitment effect of that sort. 

TERRY MULLINS (South Place Ethical 
Society): If I think of a tomato and transmit 
the thought to somebody in a different place, 
can you think of any benefit to society? 

THE LECTURER: We're not talking about 
something that will replace our sensory or 
electronic communication systems. People 
at first wondered what could be the 
advantage of little electrostatic effects which 
seemed trivial. The phenomena we are 
investigating may have litde impact or they 
may represent a better means of more basic 
or emotional communication between us. It 
may help us to put ourselves in each other's 
shoes more effectively than we can with our 
superficial verbal means of communication. 
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FREDERICK FRYER (formerly Academic 
Registrar, American University in London): 
Might not the mere act of observing the 
phenomena change the phenomena? 

THE LECTURER: That is a problem that 
psychology has had to confront in many of 
its endeavours. We just have to do the best 
we can to minimise the intrusion of formal 
testing circumstances. 

ARTHUR BARRY AMBROSE: Is the feeling of 
being influenced by someone accentuated 
by anxiety? In ancient Egypt girls used to 
make signs on the sand, concentrate on 
them and be able to tell of significant troop 
movements. So, thought transference may 
have a practical use. 

THE LECTURER: For various kinds of 
performance there seem to be optimum 
levels of arousal. If you're below that level 
you're bored stiff. If you're above it you 
mis-perform. Many of the psychological 
techniques used in modern sport perfor- 
mance enhancement are similar to those 
advocated in earlier literature for the 
supposed enhancement of psychic perfor- 
mance. As to the possibility of military use: 
the American military has explored para- 
psychology but I have no idea of where the 
information and disinformation is. 

WILLIAM HORSLEY (college lecturer, Fellow 
of the Institution of Electronic and Electrical 
Engineers): The philosophical underpinning 
of your work must influence your stance. 
Heisenberg said, 'Objective reality has evap- 
orated. There are no such things as protons 
and electrons, only our thoughts about 
protons and electrons.' What are your 
thoughts about this? 

THE LECTURER: Many theoretical physicists 
have cited Heisenberg' s uncertainty 
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principle as potentially relevant to what we 
are doing. As a psychologist, all I can do is 
study the world as we observe it and as we 
organise those observations. I don't worry 
whether or not we are tapping into a real or 
a surreal world. 

JANICE COELEGG: Have you discovered 
anything good from what you've done? 
Have you met people who are using their 
gifts to help in some way? 

THE LECTURER: We have interacted with 
people who feel that our work is a blessing 
or a curse, sometimes both. Within the 
Highland tradition some are reluctant to 
work with people to develop what they feel 
is a gift. I've met people who seem to be 
good counsellors but that can be a mixture 
of abilities. Whatever we learn in this area, 
it's up to us what we make of it, whether we 
learn things about self-deception or about 
enhancing human performance or becom- 
ing more sensitive to each other. 
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