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Psychology and the Paranormal:  
Exploring Anomalous Experience 
by David F. Marks 

David Marks’s previous book about the paranormal (Marks, 2000) and other earlier 
writings established his reputation as a firm skeptic. He wrote the current book in order to 
learn about new developments in paranormal research during the past 20 years.  

As described in this book, Marks’s attitude toward the paranormal has changed sig-
nificantly in recent years. These changes are apparently due largely to his personal anoma-
lous experiences. This book is not a simple rehash and extension of his previous writings.

Chapter one introduces the types of paranormal phenomena and presents survey 
data about beliefs in paranormal phenomena. Chapter two discusses childhood abuse and 
dissociation as having a role in some, but probably not all, subjective paranormal experi-
ences. Chapter three describes psychological factors that may be involved in paranormal 
experiences, including worldview, cognitive factors, confirmation bias, subjective vali-
dation, and the Barnum Effect (statements that most people consider true about them-
selves). 

In chapter four, Marks describes and evaluates a personal experience of synchronicity 
that had layers of meaning for him. He rates the probability as 75% that the experience 
had a paranormal component. Marks now believes that spontaneous paranormal phe-
nomena may occur.

Marks reviews several lines of laboratory experiments in chapters five through eight 
and concludes that the probability that psi manifests reliably in these experiments is ex-
tremely small, but not zero or disproven. Most of the discussion focuses on methodologi-
cal problems and failures to replicate. He invited certain proponents of psi to respond to 
his writing and included their comments. These are the usual debates between propo-
nents and skeptics, with little new information or insight. Those commenting were Harold 
Puthoff, Rupert Sheldrake, Daryl Bem, Adrian Parker, Stanley Krippner, and Dean Radin. 
The book also has comments by Susan Blackmore about the possible fraud of Carl Sargent. 

Remote viewing and psychic staring are discussed in chapter five. For both lines of 
research, Marks concludes that studies with poor methodology have produced significant 
results and studies with good methodology have nonsignificant outcomes. He also notes 
that highly profitable applications of remote viewing would be well-established and con-
vincing if the claims for remote viewing were true.

In chapter six, Marks discusses ganzfeld research and the methodological debates 
about the associated retrospective meta-analyses. He points out that with retrospec-
tive meta-analyses methodological decisions are made after knowing the outcome of the 
studies, which is the opposite of good research methodology. He notes that the method-
ological debates about the retrospective meta-analyses in parapsychology remain unre-
solved and discusses the value of study preregistration (or registration) and prospective 
meta-analysis. He ends the section by describing Caroline Watt’s ongoing prospective 
meta-analysis of preregistered ganzfeld studies as a watershed moment and asks “Will it 
or won’t it find support for ESP?” (p. 137).  
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In chapter seven, Marks discusses Daryl Bem’s 2011 
paper that forced psychologists to recognize the pervasive 
unacceptable practices in psychological research.  The pa-
per described nine precognition studies that used standard 
methods for psychological researcch. Skeptical psycholo-
gists were faced with the choice between recognizing evi-
dence for psi versus recognizing that their usual research 
methods were deficient. Dream ESP is also discussed in 
chapter seven. Marks notes that the effects in these stud-
ies have been steadily declining. He also discusses the 
methodological debates about the retrospective meta-
analyses for dream ESP.

Chapter eight on psychokinesis focuses on the 2006 
retrospective meta-analysis by Bösch, Steinkamp, and 
Boller of experiments using electronic random number 
generators. Marks describes the methodological debate 
about the retrospective meta-analysis and accepts the 
conclusion of Bösch et al. that the results are consistent 
with publication bias.  

 Chapter nine covers hypnosis. Chapter ten covers out-
of-body and near-death experiences, including a noetic 
experience that Marks had when he once thought he was 
about to drown. Chapter eleven presents Marks’s theory 
that the underlying motivation for humans is homeosta-
sis—striving to achieve safety, security, equilibrium, and 
control. He believes that paranormal experiences are part 
of the “spectrum of consciousness” associated with ho-
meostasis. 

The final chapter is twelve and has the title “Take-
Home Message: Psi is a Spontaneous Process that Can-
not be Summoned at Will in a Laboratory Experiment.” 
This chapter has a message for skeptics that the lack of 
evidence for psi in laboratory experiments does not mean 
that psi does not occur in spontaneous reports. It also has 
a message for proponents of psi that they should accept 
that “psi is not a process that is available at will” (p. 309, em-
phasis in the original).

Marks believes that paranormal research should fo-
cus on anomalistic psychology that investigates “the hu-
man mind, the conscious brain and the world of anomalous 
experience” (p. 313). He argues that ceasing research on 
laboratory psi will clear the way for scientific progress in 
understanding anomalous experiences. He offers various 
suggestions for expanded and innovative non-laboratory 
research.

STRENGTHS AND WEAKNESSES

One purpose of this book was to provide a summary 
and stimulus for students—in effect, “passing the baton to 
a new generation of explorers” (p. 313). The book summa-
rizes past controversies about experimental research rea-

sonably well and offers ideas for future research.  

Precedents

Marks mentions only one reference about the elusive, 
unsustainable nature of psi, and does not discuss the de-
velopment and extent of those ideas, or investigators who 
have preceded him with similar conclusions. Notably, the 
book does not mention Rhea White, who was a pioneer in 
abandoning experimental research as making inadequate 
progress, after nearly 40 years of personal involvement. 
She started a line of scientific investigation of what she 
called exceptional human experiences (White, 1997a, 1997b; 
Brown, 2000). She focused on understanding how the ex-
periences actually affected a person. Understanding the 
effects or apparent purposes of psi is a prerequisite for 
understanding how psi works and the sources of psi. Rhea 
White appears to have already gone down the path that 
Marks has just discovered. 

The field of parapsychology has to a great extent be-
come divided into two camps, with one believing that 
progress is being made with experimental research (rep-
resented by most writers in Cardeña et al. [2015]), and the 
other believing that some property of psi prevents reli-
able control of the phenomena. The latter includes ideas 
such as that psi is intrinsically unrepeatable (Eisenbud, 
1992/1963), is actively evasive (Beloff, 1994), is radically 
elusive (Batcheldor, 1994), manifests as a trickster (Han-
sen, 2001), is constrained to be unrepeatable and useless 
(Lucadou, 2001; Millar, 2015; Walach et al. 2021; Walach 
et al., 2014), and is unsustainable (Kennedy, 2003, 2016a). 
These are not naïve newcomers to parapsychology or out-
siders. Like Rhea White, most actively pursued experi-
mental control of psi, often for more than a decade, before 
adopting these ideas. 

Both camps have the same data. Proponents of experi-
mental parapsychology conclude that the existing studies 
provide convincing evidence for reliable psi effects. Those 
who believe that reliable psi effects are not possible con-
clude that these same studies support their position due 
to the inconsistent, weak effects, and lack of progress in 
obtaining more reliable, stronger effects after 90 years of 
experimental work. 

Past Methodology

Marks notes certain key methodological practices that 
have been recognized in recent years as needed for good 
research, but those practices were not fully implemented 
in writing this book. Rather, most sections in the book ap-
pear to have been written with the methodological stan-
dards that were widely used 40 years in the past. At that 
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time it was mistakenly thought that studies with explor-
atory methodology could provide convincing evidence for 
a controversial phenomenon like psi. 

The studies typically were unregistered, severely 
underpowered, and had methodological flexibility or re-
searcher degrees of freedom to adapt the analyses and 
hypotheses to fit the data. Also, results that were not 
significant were sometimes not reported. These practices 
are appropriate for initial exploratory research, but not for 
confirmatory research. Virtually no formal confirmatory 
research was done in psychology or parapsychology. Addi-
tional studies using similar exploratory methodology were 
considered adequate confirmation.

A series of articles that spearheaded the need for for-
mal, preregistered, well-powered confirmatory research 
was published in November, 2012, in Perspectives on Psy-
chological Science (see in particular Bakker et al., 2012; 
Pashler & Wagenmakers, 2012; Wagenmakers et al., 2012). 

Subsequent preregistered, high-powered confirma-
tory studies of many published findings in psychology veri-
fied that inflated effects were common for unregistered 
initial studies (Klein et al., 2018; Open Science Collabora-
tion, 2015) and for retrospective meta-analyses (Kvarven et 
al., 2019). The need for formal confirmatory research with 
preregistration of studies and adequate sample sizes has 
become widely recognized and implemented. Exploratory 
research is the creative step in scientific research and is 
essential, but also intrinsically has questionable validity. 
Confirmatory research makes scientific research valid and 
self-correcting. For comparison, in medical research, in 
2005 many journals made public preregistration a require-
ment for publishing confirmatory (phase 3) studies (Inter-
national Committee of Medical Journal Editors, 2005). 

Ferguson and Heene (2012) pointed out that retro-
spective meta-analyses have not been effective at resolving 
scientific debates in psychology and “may be used in such 
debates to essentially confound the process of replication 
and falsification” (p. 558). These points are consistent with 
the experience in parapsychology. As noted above, retro-
spective meta-analysis is a type of post hoc analysis that 
offers additional opportunities to introduce bias. A meta-
analysis involves many methodological decisions. Critics 
of a retrospective meta-analysis usually can find plausible 
alternative decisions that significantly change the results. 
Ultimately, relying on post hoc analyses is not an effective 
strategy for resolving controversial scientific questions. 

If researchers have a useful understanding of a real ef-
fect, 90% or more of properly designed confirmatory stud-
ies should produce significant results. That is basically rep-
lication on demand and should efficiently end a scientific 
debate without the need for a retrospective meta-analysis 
to establish that the effect exists. If properly designed con-

firmatory research has not yet been conducted or does not 
have a high degree of success, the research can be consid-
ered to remain at the exploratory or unconfirmed stage, 
with questionable validity. 

Essentially all of the findings currently considered as 
established in experimental parapsychology (reviewed in 
Cardeña et al., 2015) are based on retrospective meta-anal-
yses of unregistered, usually underpowered studies. Pre-
registered, well-powered, formal confirmatory research 
has not yet been conducted for most lines of research in 
parapsychology. The arguments that reliable psi effects 
have or have not been found in experiments are based on 
speculations about research with questionable validity.

Marks appears to believe that conclusions can and 
should be drawn from studies that were unregistered and 
conducted with methodology that was more exploratory 
than confirmatory. Virtually all of the studies discussed in 
his book were in that category. He has a “belief barometer” 
at the end of most sections, where he registers his per-
sonal belief and asks readers to register their belief. Also, 
the comments by proponents of psi and Marks’s responses 
appear to be based on the outdated assumption that such 
debates about methodology can make unregistered, small 
studies provide convincing evidence. As was common 40 
years ago, Marks gives little attention to the distinction be-
tween exploratory and confirmatory research.

An alternative approach more in line with the new era 
of methodological standards would be to end each section 
by noting that the existing studies cannot provide reason-
able conclusions. Preregistered, well-powered, formal 
confirmatory research is needed before reasonable conclu-
sions can be made.  

With this new era of methodology, the first question 
when reviewing a line of research is: Have any preregis-
tered, well-powered, confirmatory studies been conduct-
ed? Searching study registries is a fundamental, initial step 
for a review. In the previous methodological era the first 
question was: Have any meta-analyses been conducted 
(with the meta-analyses being retrospective and typically 
based on small studies)? Study registries did not exist in 
psychology and were not considered. Marks appears to 
have focused on the question from the previous era when 
writing most sections of this book.

Three Confirmatory Studies

The book does not discuss the three large preregis-
tered confirmatory studies conducted by Schlitz, Delorme, 
and Bem for Bem’s 2011 retroactive (precognitive) prim-
ing studies (Schlitz et al., 2021; Schlitz & Delorme, 2021). 
Marks may have left these out because the studies were 
published in a peer-reviewed journal after his book was 
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published. However, the results had been presented at 
conventions of the Parapsychological Association, and the 
preregistrations (2013, 2015, and 2019) were publicly avail-
able on a study registry, similar to the ganzfeld prospective 
meta-analysis that was discussed in the book. 

These three studies were the type of confirmatory 
research that is needed. They were multi-center and had 
planned sample sizes of 512, 640, and 384 (compared to 
100 in the two initial studies by Bem). The detailed prereg-
istrations ensured that the confirmatory analyses evalu-
ated whether the data fit the hypothesis, rather than the 
exploratory practice of adapting the analyses and/or hy-
potheses to fit the data. These studies should provide sig-
nificant results if the findings of Bem’s initial studies and 
the subsequent retrospective meta-analysis are valid. 

All three studies obtained nonsignificant results for 
the preregistered confirmatory analyses. This disparity 
between unregistered initial research and preregistered 
confirmatory research is not surprising to those who have 
experience with formal confirmatory research (medical re-
search in my case, also see Kvarven et al., 2019; Open Sci-
ence Collaboration, 2015). These findings demonstrate the 
need for caution and humility when drawing conclusions 
from exploratory research, or any research without proper 
preregistration. 

The dramatic methodological changes in the past 10 
years indicate that psychological researchers have histori-
cally not had the methodological skills needed to resolve a 
scientific controversy. Even with the recent methodologi-
cal advances, psychological researchers still generally do 
not have the needed methodological skills. Experimenter 
fraud is a conspicuous example. 

Experimenter Fraud

Marks has much discussion of Susan Blackmore’s ob-
servations about possible fraud by Carl Sargent. I found 
both Blackmore’s claims and Sargent’s responses to be 
unconvincing. Sargent’s subsequent refusal to cooperate 
with investigators and quitting parapsychological research 
are of more concern. Whether the errors in managing the 
targets were intentional as suspected by Blackmore or un-
intentional as claimed by Sargent, this unfortunate case 
demonstrates the need for routine quality control mea-
sures to prevent both fraud and unintentional errors in 
confirmatory research.  

Marks, like most other psychological researchers, of-
fers no guidelines or suggestions for preventing experi-
menter fraud. This leaves fraud as an endlessly unresolved 
confounding factor that is not addressed with preregistra-
tion or prospective meta-analysis. 

It is well-established that peer review and replication 

are not effective at detecting or deterring experimenter 
fraud (Broad & Wade, 1982; Strobe et al., 2012). Fraud 
would be easy and tempting in most psychological and 
parapsychological experiments, with very little chance of 
getting caught. When previously successful experimenters 
fail to obtain evidence for psi, as happened with Schlitz, 
Delorme, and Bem, experimenter fraud does not come up. 
However, if evidence for psi is found, then experimenter 
fraud will need to be addressed.  

Effective quality control measures usually can be easily 
implemented that prevent undetected fraud by one person 
acting alone, as well as prevent unintentional errors. This 
would eliminate almost all cases of experimenter fraud and 
unintentional errors. For example, in a precognitive dream-
ing study by Watt (2013), an experimenter used an online 
random source to randomly select the target pool and the 
target. A second experimenter observed this process and 
the recording of the results to verify that no unintentional 
or intentional errors occurred. Given that humans are not 
perfect, such double-checking is a needed quality control 
for convincing confirmatory research. 

Measures to prevent software programming fraud can 
be integrated with software validation, but most psycholo-
gists currently do not recognize formal software validation 
or programming fraud as significant methodological issues 
(Kennedy, 2016b). This is another example of the lack of 
needed methodological skills. 

RECOMMENDATIONS

Marks’s book will be useful to students and others 
seeking an introduction to parapsychological research that 
focuses on controversies in the past 20 years. For those 
who have a working knowledge of paranormal research, 
the book may be of most interest as a case study of one 
psychologist’s changes in attitude about the paranormal. 
The book is also a case study of the continuing difficulty 
psychological researchers have in implementing the new 
era of methodology in their thinking and work.

DISCLOSURES

I have previously come to conclusions similar to 
Marks’s beliefs that psi may occur spontaneously, but is 
not subject to reliable human control in laboratory experi-
ments (Kennedy, 2013; 2016a). Therefore, I am sympathet-
ic with the main conclusions in this book. One difference is 
that based on my personal experiences, I am 100% certain 
that paranormal phenomena beyond current scientific un-
derstanding sometimes occur. My skepticism about claims 
for reliable control of psi is based more on the inability to 
develop sustained practical applications of psi rather than 
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on methodological weaknesses. If psi had the properties 
that are assumed for experiments and for meta-analyses, 
reliable practical applications would have been developed 
long ago. The lack of sustainable practical applications in-
dicates that some fundamental principles that make psi 
uncontrollable and unpredictable are not understood and 
can no longer be ignored.

My standards for research methodology are based on 
working in regulated medical research for about 15 years. 
These standards are very different than past and present 
psychological and parapsychological research (Kennedy, 
2016b). To my knowledge, the Transparent Psi Project 
(2017) is the only study design in the history of parapsy-
chology that applies methodological practices that are 
comparable to the routine practices in my experience in 
regulated medical research. These include measures to 
prevent experimenter fraud, formal software validation, 
and appropriate development of operating characteris-
tics (power analysis) for confirmatory Bayesian hypothesis 
tests. 
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