
CORRESPONDENCE (DRAFT)

To the Ed i tor:

The ques tion about the al leged elu sive ness of psi phe nom ena is an
im por tant one and de serves ex ten sive dis cus sion. Ken nedy’s ar ti cle (JP,
65, 219–245) is a good start ing point, but there are a num ber of la cu nae
that should be pointed out.

First of all, not ev ery psi re searcher would agree with the po si tion that 
psi is elu sive and weak. For in stance, Utts (1996) in her as sess ment of the
Stargate re mote view ing (RV) re search claimed that this line of re search
shows great sta bil ity over time. May (1996; per sonal com mu ni ca tion,
June 28, 1996), who was re spon si ble for a large part of this re search, sup -
ported her as sess ment. The same can be said for the ef fect size, which, ac -
cord ing to an other re view by Utts (1991), is not weak at all but can be
char ac ter ized as mod er ate (in the or der of 0.2).

Thus, when pro pos ing a model, as Ken nedy did, to ac count for the
gen eral elu sive ness and weak ness of psi phe nom ena, it would be a good
idea to also take into ac count the ap par ent ex cep tions to the gen eral rule
(see also Bierman, 1980, about neg a tive re li abil ity).

I wel come Ken nedy’s po si tion to view the elu sive na ture of psi not as
an ob sta cle to over come but as an in trin sic as pect of psi, al though I am
not sure why that would fol low from a cor re spon dence prin ci ple. One
should re al ize, how ever, that in or der to study (rather than to avoid) the
elu sive ness, it could be that re peat ing the same (bor ing) ganzfeld ex per i -
ment is a good idea. The gen eral at ti tude in the psi com mu nity, how ever, is 
that we should not stick to the same par a digm all the time. Changing a
par a digm has even been pro posed as a way to “over come” the elu sive ness. 
Fol low ing this sug ges tion, the pro po nents of chang ing par a digms would
never learn what the dy nam ics are be hind the al leged elu sive ness. 

Ken nedy dis cussed a num ber of hy poth e ses that would ac count for
the ob served un re li able and weak char ac ter of psi. These cor re spond
largely and over lap to some de gree with the hy poth e ses I put for ward in
my in vited con tri bu tion at the PA con ven tion in 2000 un der the ti tle
“Des cartes Er ror? The Na ture of Psi and the Re la tion Be tween the Sub -
jec tive and Ob jec tive World” (pub lished, slightly mod i fied, in The Phys i cal 
Na ture of Con scious ness; Bierman, 2001). In this con tri bu tion, which ap -
par ently es caped Ken nedy’s re view, I dis cussed long-term drifts of ef fect
sizes in sev eral psi da ta bases and con cluded that, ap par ently, ef fect sizes
can de cline but also re bound over time. Skep tics would claim that this
shows that we are un able to rep li cate stud ies: A sig nif i cant de cline im plies 
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nonreplication of an ef fect size, even if the over all da ta base is still sig nif i -
cant, as is the case for the ganzfeld da ta base.

If psi re search ers are asked about the mean ing of the find ings of
para psy chol ogy, they tend to re spond that the re al ity of psi sug gests that
things are con nected that we thought (based on clas si cal phys ics no tions) 
were not con nected. This “connectedness” tran scends space but, con sid -
er ing the ev i dence for pre cog ni tion, also time. If we take that kind of gen -
er ally claimed mean ing se ri ously, and why should n’t we take our own
words se ri ously, then it fol lows that replicability can not be ex pected.
Replicability as sumes and re quires in de pend ence of ex per i ments. But
built into psi in trin si cally is a connectedness that con nects ex per i ments
with each other—not only in a triv ial way, caus ally for ward, by vari ables
like in creased ex per i menter bore dom, but also in a way that we can not
even con cep tu al ize, where (as pects of) fu ture ex per i ments in some way
have a re la tion with cur rent ex per i ments. 

This is not the place to com ment on each of the hy poth e ses put for -
ward by Ken nedy. Most of these hy poth e ses are just “not crazy enough.” I
fo cus on the hy poth e sis that the ob ser va tional mod els (Millar, 1978)
might pro vide a frame work to un der stand the elu sive char ac ter of psi.
And I would like to add von Lucadou’s (1990) sys tem the o ret i cal ap -
proach to ac count for elu sive ness. I will not dis cuss Palikari’s bal anc ing
model, al though it might also be a rel e vant frame work.

Un der the ti tle “Psi Is In flu enced by Many or All of the Peo ple Who
Are In ter ested in the Po ten tial Re sults,” Ken nedy dis cussed the ob ser va -
tional the o ries as ex plain ing elu sive ness. He based his anal y sis on two sets 
of data: checker ef fects and ef fects on pre re corded tar gets (for a quan ti -
ta tive re view of these, see Bierman, 1996).

It can be con cluded from these data that
a. Ex per i ments are not fin ished at the time that an ex per i men tal

psy chol o gist would say that the ex per i ments are fin ished.  
b. This time ex tends be yond the first ob ser va tion of the re sults.
Ken nedy in cor rectly sug gested that “many or all peo ple who are in -

ter ested” (p. 234) are in volved. From the ex per i men tal re sults, this can -
not be con cluded. The ob ser va tional the o ries come in many fla vors
(Millar, 1978), and only one claims that all fu ture ob serv ers mat ter to the
same de gree. It has been shown math e mat i cally that this leads to a di ver -
gence prob lem (Millar & Hart well, 1979), and Ken nedy re ferred to this
prob lem by stat ing “the hy poth e sis of back ward in flu ence does not ex -
plain why the net in te grated psi ef fect would make psi elu sive rather than
com pletely sup pressed or en hanced” (p. 235). But, as ar gued above, such 
a com plete sup pres sion or en hance ment only oc curs if there is no limit to 
the num ber of rel e vant ob serv ers.

 If we take a bit more ab stract point of view by in ter pret ing un re li abil ity 
as a con se quence of er ror vari ance due to un con trolled vari ables, then it
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seems to me that the fact that we gen er ally do not con trol fu ture vari ables
in our ex per i ments could ac count eas ily for the ap par ent un re li abil ity. 

It is in ter est ing that, within the frame work of the ob ser va tional the o -
ries, er ror vari ance ought to de crease in cases in which the fu ture of the
data is better con trolled. This is where the ap par ent sta bil ity of the
Stargate RV ex per i ments en ters the pic ture. These ex per i ments were
largely clas si fied and fol lowed a very strict pro to col be fore the re sults
could be re leased.

It can be shown eas ily by Monte Carlo meth ods that, given a mean ef -
fect size around 0.2 (av er aged over widely vary ing in di vid ual out comes of,
let’s say, 32 ses sions), an as so cia tive RV ex per i ment us ing the rou lette as a
ran dom num ber gen er a tor de ter min ing the tar get would re sult nearly al -
ways in a riskless profit in the long run (us ing a safe bet ting scheme). The
fact that since the end of the Stargate ep i sode we have not seen the use of
the claimed sta ble ef fect size in this way sug gests to me that this ef fect size,
once out side the closed en vi ron ment of clas si fied re search, can not be
trusted to be as sta ble as in side this en vi ron ment. This sup ports to some de -
gree the ob ser va tional the o ret i cal “ex pla na tion” of elu sive ness.

In his anal y sis of Com plex Mean ing ful In for ma tion pro cess ing sys -
tems, von Lucadou (1994) stum bled on a re mark able sim i lar ity be tween
the de scrip tive for mal ism and the well-known quan tum for mal ism. The
ob ser va tional the o ries as dis cussed above had their roots in an anal ogy
with quan tum sys tems (Walker, 1975, 1985), while this new the ory turned
out to be sim i lar to quan tum the ory with out ex plic itly start ing from it. In
von Lucadou’s sys tems the ory, one gets psi as an equiv a lent of nonlocality
in quan tum the ory. Ac cord ing to von Lucadou, there is no (clas si cal) in -
for ma tion trans fer, but cor re la tions arise. Once one tries to use the in for -
ma tion, the cor re la tions dis ap pear, just as they dis ap pear if one tries to
use quan tum nonlocality to trans mit clas si cal sig nals. In quan tum sys -
tems, this re mark able ef fect oc curs as soon as one cre ates the pos si bil ity
of us ing the nonlocality for in for ma tion trans fer, even with out ac tu ally
do ing so. This is very awk ward and re ally looks like psi elu sive ness.

That we still find cor re la tions in psi ex per i ments can be ac counted for
if one re al izes that, in most cases (with some ex cep tions; see for ex am ple
Car pen ter, 1991), we do not ma nip u late the “source or tar get” in for ma -
tion, but we let a ran dom de ci sion de ter mine what the source in for ma tion
is. In this sit u a tion, mean ing ful in for ma tion trans fer is im pos si ble, be cause 
the ran dom pro cess de prives the in for ma tion of mean ing (if one de fines
mean ing as the as pect of in for ma tion that al lows one to act upon it).

A fuller in cor po ra tion of the afore men tioned frame works into Ken -
nedy’s ar gu ments would prob a bly have re sulted in a slightly dif fer ent
model and, more im por tantly, in slightly dif fer ent sug ges tions for fu ture
re search. With these com ments, I would like to point fu ture psi re search -
ers, es pe cially those with a phys ics back ground, to fur ther ex plore the
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abovementioned the o ries as a pos si ble ex pla na tion for the elu sive char ac -
ter of psi.
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