
I can call spirits from the vasty deep.
Why, so can I, or so can any man;
But will they come when you do call for them?

William Shakespeare, Henry IV, Part I

Introduction

Mediums claim to provide evidence for the survival of bodily death. This evidence 
is usually in the form of physical effects (such as raps, bangs, or movements of 
objects) that are thought to be caused by discarnate spirits, or in the form of verbal 
communications that include information that is known only to the deceased per-
son or is characteristic of them when they were alive. Although modern medium-
ship has its origins in the rise of Spiritualism in the late nineteenth century, it is still 
very popular today. A recent UK survey (YouGov, 2011) found that 25 per cent of 
their sample had consulted a psychic or medium, which is similar to the 30 per cent 
I reported in an earlier survey (Roe, 1998). About half of the YouGov sample had 
had a reading “for fun”, but half regarded it more seriously, and 57 per cent found 
the information to be accurate. Similarly, when Haraldsson (1985) surveyed people 
in a number of countries, including the UK, Sweden and Iceland, he found that 
of those who had attended a séance (a sitting with a medium in order to con-
tact deceased persons), a surprisingly high 83 per cent had found the experience 
“ useful”. Over half of respondents (57 per cent) regarded their reading as “quite 
accurate” or “very accurate”, with fewer than 20 per cent describing it as inaccurate. 
The prevailing scientific world view asserts that human personality is a product of 
brain activity such that if the brain dies then the personality is annihilated with it, so 
these kinds of experiences and beliefs present a puzzle to be solved. In this chapter 
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I will briefly summarise the origins of modern mediumship, consider some of the 
reasons why a sitting with a medium might seem impressive even if the medium is 
not able to contact the deceased, and will describe some of the ways in which the 
claims of mediumship can be tested scientifically, so as to take into account those 
conventional explanations.

Origins of mediumship

Mediumship has been described by Hunter and Luke (2014, p. 9) as “ancient and 
ubiquitous across cultures”, and they illustrate this by referencing contemporary 
Shamanistic practices from all continents of the globe. Similarly, communications 
with the dead are a common feature of human history, from the Biblical account 
of King Saul’s visit to the Witch of Endor to invoke the spirit of the dead prophet 
Samuel (who foretold his imminent death), to Shakespeare’s dramatic use of the 
three witches to conjure up the spirit of Banquo, to Immanuel Swedenborg’s meta-
physics that was informed by his many experiences of claimed communications 
with deceased spirits.

Notwithstanding these references to individuals who were supposed to be able 
to contact the dead, the beginnings of the Spiritualist movement are usually linked 
to unusual events that occurred in the home of John Fox in Hydesville, New York, 
in 1848 (Rush, 1986). Fox shared the house with his wife and two of their daugh-
ters who all began to hear raps that seemed to come from chairs, bedsteads, floor-
boards, and walls. The raps were initially rather random, but became responsive, 
initially mimicking the number and pattern of hand claps and finger snaps pro-
duced by the Fox daughters, Kate and Margaretta, but then occurring in response 
to instructions or questions. Mrs Fox devised a code (two raps for “yes”, silence for 
“no”) that allowed “the ghost” to answer questions. Neighbours were called in who 
repeated the questioning and added further questions about themselves, receiving 
correct answers to questions such as the ages of each person present and the num-
ber and ages of their children. A neighbour suggested that they call out letters of 
the alphabet in sequence until the raps responded so that slowly a message could be 
produced. These communications claimed that the source of the raps was the dis-
carnate spirit of a travelling salesman who had been murdered and whose body had 
been buried in the cellar of the house. On the second night as many as 300 people 
were estimated to have been present at the house, organised into “committees” in 
different parts of the building to question the rapper and to watch for the sources of 
the phenomena. Eyewitness testimonies were gathered by E. E. Lewis, an attorney 
from a nearby town, who published his account within weeks of the events (Lewis, 
1848). Unsurprisingly, the visitors were particularly interested in the ghost’s claim 
to have been murdered and buried at the house. While one neighbour moved about 
the cellar, another in the bedroom would ask if this was the location where the 
body would be found. The raps occurred when the man stood in the middle of the 
cellar, stopped when he stood anywhere else, but struck up again when he returned 
to that spot, even though his position would not have been visible to those in the 
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bedroom. Attempts were made to recover the body but these were frustrated by 
waterlogged ground and it was never found.

Over time it became clear that the phenomena centred not on the house (the 
supposed site of heinous murder) but on Margaretta and Kate, as the raps  followed 
them when they stayed with relatives. When they were questioned at these times 
using the alphabet method the responses did not relate to the alleged murder at 
Hydesville, but seemed to involve communications from deceased persons who 
were known to the people in attendance, such as their grandparents (Gauld, 1968, 
p. 8). The girls were quickly inundated with requests from people who were 
 desperate to receive messages from their loved ones who had died. The eldest Fox 
sister, Leah, spotted a business opportunity, and soon the girls were demonstrating 
their mediumship all along the Eastern United States.

The cause of the raps had been subject to much speculation. It seems likely 
that the Fox sisters had been able to produce them by clicking knee or toe joints 
(Podmore, 1902, p. 184) and many years later Kate and Margaretta confessed to 
fraud. Although they later recanted those confessions, it is important to note that 
these recantations included demonstrations of raps that were clearly produced by 
trickery. However, some commentators have noted that at the time of their confes-
sions the sisters were destitute alcoholics, and this may have been a way to improve 
their financial situation and satisfy their addiction (Irwin & Watt, 2007, pp. 13–14). 
Could the original phenomena have been produced by simple joint clicks? The 
girls do not seem to have been suspected of being responsible – Lewis’s original 
account does not even mention their names, and it seems likely that events were 
sufficiently disorganised for the girls to be able to move around relatively unno-
ticed. But even if the girls were responsible for the raps, this still leaves the ques-
tion of the content of the original messages, which included accurate answers to 
questions asked spontaneously by members of the crowds who attended. Of course, 
some answers could have reflected commonly known information, such as how old 
certain of the neighbours were or how many children they had, but even this might 
not have been widely known in the community. Other communications are more 
difficult to explain away. For example, Capron (1855; cited in Gauld, 1968, pp. 8–9) 
describes tests in which a random number of shells was taken from a basket and 
held tightly in the hand of one of the investigators, such that no one present knew 
how many shells there were. Nevertheless the raps were able to provide the correct 
number. In further tests the girls had to stand barefoot on large feather pillows that 
might be thought able to muffle any joint clicks, but still raps were heard coming 
from the floor and wall.

The true source of the Fox sisters’ raps is not of crucial concern for this chapter 
on mediumship because the phenomena were very soon being produced by others. 
Some of those who had visited Hydesville and witnessed the raps found that the 
spirits could be encouraged to rap for them at home and answer their questions. By 
1854 it was estimated that the Spiritualists’ movement had between 1 and 2 million 
followers across the USA (Stuart, 2005). Very soon interest in mediumship had 
spread across the Atlantic. As Beloff (1993, p. 40) describes it, “by the mid-1850s, 
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spiritualism had taken Europe by storm so that mediums and ‘home circles’ were 
to be found in almost every European country and every stratum of society”. The 
physical phenomena became more elaborate (and perhaps more bizarre), expand-
ing from simple raps and knocks to the movements and even levitations of objects, 
including heavy furniture, the sudden appearance of objects ostensibly from outside 
the séance room, and the disappearance of objects from within it, the playing of 
musical instruments by unseen hands, and even the materialisation of spirit limbs 
and whole figures.

early scientific investigations of mediumship

The reported phenomena were remarkable – at times preposterous – but scien-
tifically minded people were drawn to them as a means to establish a scientific 
basis for matters of faith such as survival of death. Mediumistic phenomena were 
attractive (in comparison, for example, with accounts of spontaneous experiences 
such as deathbed visions, or encounters with ghostly apparitions) because they 
offered the promise that they could be produced on demand in settings that pro-
vided some degree of control over the circumstances. In this way, spiritualist phe-
nomena might be amenable to scientific testing and control. Organisations such as 
the Society for Psychical Research (SPR) were established to examine the phe-
nomena critically and objectively rather than simply dismissing them out of hand. 
Early investigations took the form of sittings with mediums at which phenomena 
were carefully observed and details recorded during the session, with later sittings 
introducing restrictions that would rule out the production of effects by cheat-
ing (for example, searching the medium beforehand to ensure that no materials 
were hidden, and securing the hands and feet to prevent legerdemain). Perhaps the 
most well-known investigation of a physical medium involved sittings with Eusapia 
Palladino. Palladino was an Italian woman who had been orphaned when young 
and developed mediumistic tendencies soon afterwards (Beloff, 1993, pp. 114–120). 
Her reputation spread gradually until, in her 30s, she was subjected to a number of 
investigations by some of the academic elite from the continent (including Cesare 
Lombroso and Charles Richet). Séances with Palladino usually began in good illu-
mination, but as they progressed conditions deteriorated, so that the only light 
might come from moonlight or a small lamp used by the note taker. The phenom-
ena grew as the conditions for observation worsened, typically involving noises 
such as loud bangs on the table, levitations of objects (including the table itself), the 
appearance of mysterious lights, and sitters reporting being touched or pinched by 
unseen hands. Although many were impressed, there still seemed to be doubt as to 
whether all methods of cheating had been prevented, mainly because Palladino was 
liable to wriggle and squirm during séances in ways that seemed intended to free 
up an arm or leg that might then cause raps or move objects. When investigators 
set traps for her by purposely letting go of a hand or foot to see if she would try 
and take advantage of it, she duly fell into them. Researchers were faced with the 
dilemma of deciding whether to conclude that because Palladino had been caught 
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Mediumship and survival 23

cheating on some occasions this therefore rendered suspect all the phenomena she 
had produced on other occasions (“once a cheat, always a cheat”). Alternatively, it 
was argued, Palladino’s reputation for cheating had in fact ensured that test con-
ditions on many occasions were even more secure and observations even keener 
than for other investigations; if phenomena still occurred and no cheating was 
detected then it should be regarded as even more evidential (Feilding, Baggally, & 
Carrington, 1909). For the most part, sittings with physical mediums were quite 
unsuccessful and left influential members of the SPR convinced that most, if not 
all, of the phenomena they had witnessed were fraudulently produced (Gauld, 1968, 
p. 200); even if on some occasions they had witnessed genuine phenomena, they did 
not seem amenable to fruitful experimentation.

As the phenomena of physical mediumship became more elaborate and rev-
elations of fraud more scandalous, so researchers turned to the safer and more 
tractable phenomena of mental mediumship (Beloff, 1993, p. 57). Here, without 
the distraction of physical effects, the case for survival hinged on the evidentiality 
of communications that came through the medium. Their evaluation depended on 
researchers’ capacity to determine whether the information was accurate, whether 
it was specific to the sitter and characteristic of the claimed communicator (rather 
than being true for most people), and whether it could have been learned of by 
normal means.

Although, again, some mediums withered under the intense gaze of scien-
tific scrutiny, others were able to produce communications that were difficult to 
account for by normal means. One celebrated case was that of Mrs Leonora Piper. 
The eminent psychologist William James, in his Presidential Address to the SPR in 
1896, famously asserted:

a universal proposition can be made untrue by a particular instance. If you 
wish to upset the law that all crows are black, you mustn’t seek to show that 
no crows are; it is enough if you prove one single crow to be white. My own 
white crow is Mrs Piper. In the trances of this medium, I cannot resist the 
conviction that knowledge appears which she has never gained by the ordi-
nary waking use of her eyes, ears and wits.

For James, Piper was the particular instance that disproved the general scientific 
consensus that survival of bodily death was impossible and that mediums were 
therefore unable to provide messages from the deceased. Although Piper had had 
a few parapsychological experiences in childhood, she was quite an unremark-
able person until she developed health concerns and visited a medium for healing 
(Irwin & Watt, 2007). On her second visit she fell into a trance and began to give 
a message that was apparently from the deceased son of another sitter; thereafter 
she found that she would enter trance during séances and would communicate 
messages from the dead, working through a spirit control (a “spirit” that would act 
as intermediary between the sitters and their deceased relatives) during which time 
she was apparently oblivious to her surroundings. These controls included famous 
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historical persons such as Longfellow, and also rather anonymous characters who 
seemed to embody particular qualities, such as a native American girl with the 
unlikely name of Chlorine, and a French doctor named Phinuit who knew little 
French and less medicine (though “his” diagnoses of sitters’ ailments were often 
shrewd; Gauld, 1968, pp. 252–268). Nevertheless, the communications produced 
during James’s investigation of Piper were at times very impressive; sitters were 
previously unknown to her and were introduced under pseudonyms, but 15 of 25 
sitters received information that was personal to them. On James’s recommenda-
tion the British SPR sent Richard Hodgson to America to investigate Piper. He 
arranged more anonymous sitters, but also employed a private detective to follow 
her and her family to ensure that she was not gathering intelligence about possible 
sitters. These produced no evidence of foul play but Hodgson, who had a repu-
tation for exposing fraudulent mediums, was still not satisfied. At his suggestion, 
Piper was invited to England to participate in further tests. She stayed in the houses 
of the investigators where her movements could be carefully monitored and her 
access to information that might be useful when producing messages for sitters was 
tightly controlled. Nevertheless, many of the sittings were impressive, and Piper’s 
general behaviour was regarded as beyond suspicion, although her spirit controls 
were notorious for fishing for information when they could get away with it. While 
some of the spirit controls seemed clearly to be fabrications, others resembled peo-
ple who had lived and died; one communicator, “GP”, was said to resemble the real 
GP in much the same way that a pen-and-ink sketch can resemble an oil portrait 
(Gauld, 1968, p. 259). Of 150 sitters to be introduced to GP as spirit control, GP 
recognised all 30 who were known to him in life and none of the others. Gauld 
(1982, p. 32) concludes, “Of the mental mediums subject to study . . . she was the 
first to provide substantial evidence for the possession of some paranormal faculty; 
the records of her case are still unsurpassed in quantity and detail”.

Conventional explanations for mediumistic phenomena

Conventional explanations of impressive physical mediumship demonstrations 
concentrate on the fallibilities of perception and memory. The séance room pro-
vides an environment that is well suited to produce misperceptions that are the 
result of expectation and suggestion effects – the room is typically only dimly lit so 
that perceptions of phenomena can be ambiguous, there can be a long delay before 
anything occurs, by which time concentration might have waned, and because it is 
difficult to take detailed notes at the time, eyewitnesses’ recollections might be sus-
ceptible to distortion in ways that make the events seem more impressive than they 
actually were. These problems were well known to early researchers. For example, 
Hodgson and Davey (1887) and Besterman (1932) each staged mock séances in 
which they would know exactly what effects were produced (by trickery) and what 
methods had been used to achieve them. When they later asked their unsuspect-
ing sitters to write a description of the séance they had just witnessed they found 
that the accounts were incomplete and failed to mention important events that 
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could indicate how the effects had been produced by normal means. More recently, 
Wiseman, Smith, and Wiseman (1995) attempted a replication in which partici-
pants sat in a large circle in a darkened room, held hands and attempted to psychi-
cally move objects marked with luminous paint that had been placed in the centre 
of the circle. During the sitting two of the objects were made to move via trickery. 
When asked to recall what they had witnessed, sitters often made errors, including 
misremembering details that were essential to understanding how the tricks were 
achieved. Wiseman, Greening, and Smith (2003) went on to look at the effects of 
verbal suggestion on perception and recall. They used a similar design to their ear-
lier experiment but included objects that did not actually move during the séance; 
however, the medium leading the séance made statements that suggested that a 
table had moved while he never gave any indication that a hand bell had moved. 
When asked two weeks later about what they had witnessed, just over 30 per cent 
reported that the table had moved but only 10 per cent thought that the hand bell 
had moved, which suggests that people’s perceptions and recall of an event can be 
distorted by false statements made at the time. Participants with prior belief in the 
paranormal were more likely to falsely recall that the hand bell had moved, perhaps 
indicating that suggestions are more likely to be effective where they are consistent 
with the witness’s expectations. If so then we might expect to find that disbelievers 
are more prone to suggestions that are consistent with their scepticism. Wiseman 
and colleagues tested this by holding a mock séance in which an object (a slate) did 
move but the séance leader explicitly stated that it did not, predicting that disbeliev-
ers would falsely recall events in line with the suggestion rather than the evidence 
of their own eyes. In fact there was no difference between believers and disbelievers 
in their suggestibility. However, the overwhelming majority of participants in this 
study reported that the slate had not moved, which could mean that the movements 
that participants were supposed to notice were too subtle – it would be interesting 
to see if the same effect is achieved with other objects as the target.

The stock explanation for impressive demonstrations of mental mediumship is 
that they involve the use of cold reading (cf. Randi, 1981; Schwartz, 1978). For exam-
ple, Wiseman (2011, p. 23) claims:

whether intentionally or unintentionally, most mediums and psychics use a 
fascinating set of psychological techniques to give the impression that they 
have a magical insight into the past, present and future. These techniques are 
referred to as “cold reading”.

Hyman (1977) defines cold reading as “a procedure by which a ‘reader’ is able 
to persuade a client whom he has never met before that he knows all about the 
client’s personality and problems” (p. 20). It exploits the normal conventions of 
social interaction to allow the reader to build up a character profile of the client, 
using shrewd observation, nonverbal and verbal feedback from the client, and the 
client’s natural tendency to try and make sense of the communication in terms 
that have some personal relevance (Hyman, 1981). In fact, cold reading isn’t a 
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single method but rather consists of a set of interchangeable techniques that can 
vary from case to case depending on opportunity (for a more detailed description, 
see Roe & Roxburgh, 2013a, 2013b). Some of the more common elements are 
as follows.

Setting the stage. The success of cold reading often depends on the client’s will-
ingness to work hard to interpret or decipher the messages, so it is important to 
persuade them that the reader is genuine, to engage their active participation in the 
reading process, and to provide plausible excuses should the reading still not be a 
success. Thus the reader notes their track record of successful demonstrations, such 
that any “failures” must inevitably be attributed to the client’s muted cooperation. 
The reader also emphasises that messages that come from the client’s loved ones 
might only make sense to the client, being based on their shared history with the 
deceased. In this way they are primed to make sense of the ambiguous or cryptic. 
As Earle (1990, p. 6) notes,

The best readers always include a statement like, “I only see pieces, as in a 
jigsaw puzzle. It is up to you to put them together”, or, “I may speak of a 
person being crushed by a house as in The Wizard of Oz, but you recognize 
it as a friend with overdue mortgage payments”.

This opens up the possibilities for the elements to be interpreted in ways that 
the client regards as accurate. For example, if a reader were to give the statement 
“I see someone in your family who wore a uniform to work”, then this could 
be interpreted in terms of someone who served in the armed forces, but equally 
someone who has to wear particular clothing for work such as a chef ’s shirt 
or a primary school teacher’s tabard. If that symbolic reference does not make 
immediate sense then this is attributed to the client’s faulty memory or failure to 
recognise the association.

The stock spiel. The staple of the cold reading is a set of prepared phrases that most 
people are willing to accept as true of them without recognising that they might 
apply equally well to others. These statements don’t require any interaction with 
the client, so can seem particularly impressive when that lack of contact is a key 
feature. The stick spiel can include Barnum statements, which have been the subject 
of study by psychologists for over 60 years. The original Barnum statements were 
collected by Bertram Forer (1949) from a newsstand astrology book and have been 
used with great success in psychology studies to show that people tend to readily 
accept them as true for themselves (Furnham & Schofield, 1987). The original 
statements are shown in Box 3.1. Their success may be due to their being suffi-
ciently vague to allow the subject to read into them what they want while tending 
to be positive so as to make acceptance rewarding (Roe, 1995). The Barnum effect 
is named after the American showman Phineas T. Barnum who is alleged to have 
attributed the popularity of his circus to it including “a little something for every-
body” (cf. Meehl, 1956), a comment which may also apply to Barnum statements 
themselves.
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Some people are more accepting of Barnum statements than others, and at times 
this has been characterised as a “susceptibility” that could be likened to gullibility. 
However, this would be misleading, and a more accurate characterisation focuses 
on how people have the capacity and motivation to make sense of communica-
tions that are open to interpretation, in particular by “filling in” the semantic gaps 
without perhaps realising that the gaps have been left there on purpose for us to fill 
in. To illustrate how good we are at doing this, read the following text (taken from 
Bransford & Johnson, 1972, p. 719) and see how much sense you can make of it. 
If you were asked to recall the content, how accurate do you think you would be?

If the balloons popped, the sound wouldn’t be able to carry since everything 
would be too far away from the correct floor. A closed window would also 
prevent the sound from carrying, since most buildings tend to be well insu-
lated. Since the whole operation depends on a steady flow of electricity, a 
break in the middle of the wire would also cause problems. Of course, the fel-
low could shout, but the human voice is not loud enough to carry that far. An 
additional problem is that a string could break on the instrument. Then there 
could be no accompaniment to the message. It is clear that the best situation 

Box 3.1 Forer’s original Barnum statements

1. You have a great need for people to like and admire you.
2. You have a tendency to be critical of yourself.
3. You have a great deal of unused capacity which you have not turned to 

your advantage.
4. While you have some personality weaknesses, you are generally able to 

compensate for them.
5. Your sexual adjustment has caused some problems for you.
6. Disciplined and self-controlled outside, you tend to be worrisome and 

insecure inside.
7. At times you have serious doubts as to whether you have made the right 

decision or done the right thing.
8. You prefer a certain amount of change and variety, and become dissat-

isfied when hemmed in by restrictions and limitations.
9. You pride yourself as an independent thinker, and don’t accept others’ 

statements without satisfactory proof.
10. You have found it unwise to be too frank in revealing yourself to others.
11. At times you are extraverted, affable, sociable, while at other times you 

are introverted, wary, reserved.
12. Some of your aspirations tend to be pretty unrealistic.
13. Security is one of your major goals in life.
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would involve less distance. Then there would be fewer potential problems. 
With face to face contact, the least number of things could go wrong.

Now read the text again but after taking a look at Figure 3.1, which is included at 
the end of this chapter. This should illustrate how having an orienting framework (or 
schema) allow us to imbue material with meaning, shaping our understanding of what 
is meant and helping us to decide what to encode (commit to memory). With Barnum 
statements that schema is provided by the expectation that the material will describe 
ourselves and our circumstances so we make sense of it in relation to the vast amount 
we already know about those things. Randi (1981) illustrates this when he describes 
how the psychic Geraldine Smith gave a demonstration on Canadian TV by reporting 
impressions she received from an object belonging to the host of a Canadian TV show. 
She said “I’m seeing the month of January here – which is now – but there would have 
to be something strong with the person with January as well” (p. 107). The host was 
sceptical of the reading as a whole, but recalled that Smith had correctly determined 
that his birthday was in January; in fact, no mention had been made of what type of 
association with January was being referred to – the client was left to fill in the gaps.

Selective recall can also apply at the level of whole statements that can be used as part 
of a “scatter gun” approach, in which the reader makes a large number of statements 

FIGure 3.1 

Source: Adapted from Bransford & Johnson (1972).
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in the expectation that at least some will make their mark and so will be memorable to 
the sitter, while those that miss will be safely forgotten. Stollznow (2011) characterises 
the performance of medium Rebecca Rosen in terms of this approach:

To give the illusion of accuracy, Rosen would mention non-specific items 
that gave the appearance of specificity. She mentioned a number of objects 
and occurrences that could apply to most people: a ring with a reset stone, a 
necklace with a broken clasp, a broken zipper, trouble with someone’s toilet 
[. . .] a broken microwave, a broken phone, carrying spare change, and seeing 
a bear, coyote or deer in someone’s backyard or garage (not uncommon in 
Colorado).

Rowland (2002) similarly offers: a box of unsorted old photographs; old  medicines 
well past their use-by date; at least one toy or book kept as a childhood memento; 
consecutive issues of a magazine no longer subscribed to; and an item of clothing 
that was bought new but has never been worn. In keeping with this, there is some 
(limited) empirical evidence to suggest that clients of psychic readings do tend to 
recall more of the reading elements which they rated as accurate than those items 
rated inaccurate (Roe, 1994).

Pigeon-holing. Stock spiel statements are necessarily general, even though 
 interpretation by the client is claimed to make them seem more impressive. To 
 narrow down the number of topic areas that could possibly be relevant, the reader 
can assign the client to a category and draw on a stereotype for that  sub-population 
that can pick out interests or concerns that are more common among that group. 
The main distinctions are made according to the sex and age of the client. For 
example, Webster (1990) describes how for younger sitters, he portrays a very 
 positive, optimistic future (but still within the realms of possibility). From the age 
of 30 to 35, however, clients “start to realise that the dreams they had will never 
 eventuate”, so for an older person he offers the more realistic “money hasn’t always 
been easy. You’ve had to work pretty hard to get where you have” and he pre-
dicts more moderate achievements gained through effort rather than good fortune. 
For much older sitters, the real concern is with loneliness as much as it is with 
 poverty, so it is always worthwhile to describe how they won’t be alone in their 
old age. Further information can be gleaned from the client’s clothing, physical 
features, carriage and manner of speech which can point more specifically to their 
past history and future aspirations. If the reading is held in the client’s home, then 
themes found in collections of ornaments, pictures, or books will also indicate some 
 hobbies, interests, and aspirations. These will help the reader to assign the client to 
a narrower and presumably more accurate category. The reader should not nec-
essarily ignore very obvious sources of intelligence; as Hobrin (1990) notes, “you 
may be surprised to learn the number of people who forget that they are wearing 
their birth sign or name around their neck. They say familiarity breeds contempt; 
I’d say that it breeds forgetfulness [. . .] never overlook the obvious”. Simple obser-
vation can also provide the reader with titbits which can appear to be remarkably 

AQ 3

Parapsychology_Ch03_1pp.indd   29 19/07/16   10:59 am

Chris
Comment on Text
Please replace with 'hit the target'

Chris
Comment on Text
Please add to the references: Roe, C.A. (1994). Subjects' evaluations of a Tarot reading. Proceedings of Presented Papers: The Parapsychological Association 37th Annual Convention. 323-334.



30 Roe

insightful. Selected examples that give a flavour of the kind of information which 
can be gleaned include: ridges in a belt may indicate fluctuations in weight; a worn 
left heel (reversed in Britain) indicates a lot of time driving, perhaps with work; tall 
women tend to dislike their feet (as too big) especially when they were younger; a 
mole or birthmark on the neck or shoulder is usually accompanied by one on the 
back, usually lower back (drawn from Martin, 1990).

“True” cold reading and fishing. The stock spiel can be refined by taking advantage 
of the nonverbal responses that the client gives up as they listen to the medium. For 
example, if the medium were to declare “I’m getting something about an illness 
that’s affecting one of the younger members of the family; this could be a son or 
daughter, maybe a nephew or niece” the client need only respond positively to the 
word “son” or “daughter” or “nephew” or “niece” to confirm that there are such 
members of their family. If the response is not strong then this can be dismissed as 
a trivial ailment that will soon clear up (and that member of the family can safely 
be talked about in relation to other topics), but if the response is strong then the 
medium knows that the condition is more serious. The decision as to how to pro-
ceed depends on an ability to “read” the client’s reaction, reflecting the fact that in 
normal conversation, the speaker looks only intermittently at the listener, especially 
toward the end of utterances, to see if they are still interested in what is being said, 
and to gauge whether the listener wishes to take a turn as speaker (Duncan & 
Fiske, 1977). The listener reacts to this cue by producing “back-channel signals” 
(Wiener et al., 1972), such as vocalisations (including uh-huh’s and similar nonver-
bal sounds – Argyle, 1988), facially through smiles (Brunner, 1979), and posturally 
through head nods, forward or sideways lean and drawing the legs back (Bull, 1987). 
Negative reactions can be signalled through frowning (Argyle, 1988), lowering the 
head or turning the head away, as well as adopting characteristics of a closed posture, 
such as folded arms (Bull, 1987). Pseudopsychics can use these (generally uncon-
scious) responses to gauge the appropriateness of what they are saying and steer the 
reading accordingly.

Greasley (2000, p. 47) gives the following examples of the effects of positive and 
negative feedback respectively

medium: But with the gentleman – he must have gone rather quickly, didn’t he?
sitter:  Yes he did – very.
medium: ’Cause he says I was here one minute and gone the next – so you 

understand it all?
medium: Did you actually talk about moving at one stage?
sitter: (pause) Erm.
medium: Well he says you were a bit unsettled at one stage.
sitter: (no response)
medium:  You thought about having a change – not particularly moving. . .

However, this haphazard method is unlikely to naturally produce all the 
 information the reader wants to know. Other data will have to be teased out 
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through “fishing”, in which the client unwittingly gives up information about 
themselves without realising they have done so. This can be in the form of 
direct questions (e.g. “Have you been thinking about a career change?”) with 
the intention of storing away any response to be fed back to the client later in a 
different form as “new” information. For example, Schwartz (1978) describes a 
performance by Peter Hurkos in which the efforts made by the client to make 
sense of a  statement are quite explicit:

Hurkos: One two three four five – I see five in the family.
Caller: That’s right. There are four of us and Uncle Raymond, who often stays 

with us.

Cold reading can be very impressive to witness, and can lead to very specific read-
ings for which the client can recall only the impressive endpoints in the reading 
without remembering the quite sophisticated manoeuvring that got them there. 
Some very interesting analyses have been given of psychic reading transcripts that 
seem to illustrate its use in practice (e.g. Greasley, 2000; Schwartz, 1978), but these 
analyses have been conducted after the fact and so haven’t set out to test hypotheses. 
There are surprisingly few experimental tests that have been designed to test the 
claimed effects of cold reading, and therefore this can only be regarded as a plausible 
but unproven explanation.

Modern controlled tests

Although these explanations of impressive mediumistic communications in terms 
of cold reading remain unproven, more formal experimental tests of mediumship 
have been designed to effectively rule out such factors. To rule out the possibil-
ity that the medium is (perhaps unwittingly) pigeon-holing the client, a barrier 
can be placed between them that prevents the medium from accessing visual cues 
about the sitter’s sex, age, and demeanour. And to preclude readings from being 
tailored in response to client (usually nonverbal) feedback, the medium and client 
can be separated visually and auditorily during the reading. It is important that 
these boundaries are not compromised by the experimenters themselves – if they 
know the client and their history, then they might also respond nonverbally to the 
medium’s statements in a way that would allow for cold reading. For this reason, 
most experimental tests of mediumship are double blind, which means that not only 
does the medium have no contact with the client during the test, but neither does 
the experimenter who interacts with the medium (a second experimenter would 
interact with the client).

For example, Beischel and Schwartz (2007) recruited eight mediums, each of 
whom gave readings for participants that they never met (all were students who had 
experienced the death of a parent or peer with whom they were “very close”). The 
participants were paired so as to optimise the differences in the characteristics of the 
deceased person they wished to contact. Each of the eight mediums performed two 
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readings: one for each sitter in a pair. These reading were given to a “proxy sitter” 
(i.e. someone to take the place of the intended recipient so the medium has a focal 
person to interact with, but both parties know that the proxy sitter does not know the 
intended recipient or the deceased person they wish to contact. The medium was only 
given the deceased person’s first name and was asked to report any information they 
received from them. They were then asked four specific questions about the named 
discarnate’s physical appearance, personality, hobbies, and cause of death. Finally they 
were asked, “Does the discarnate have any comments, questions, or requests for the 
sitter?” Each reading was transcribed and a corresponding numbered list of individual 
items (i.e. separate, stand-alone pieces of information) was created by an experimenter 
blind to details about the sitters or discarnates. As we have seen, people are very good 
at interpreting material as personally relevant when they believe that it is intended 
for them. To control for that bias, as well as scoring the reading intended for him/her 
each sitter also scored the reading by that medium intended for the other sitter in 
their pair, without knowing which reading was which. In this way, any tendency to 
read meaning into the transcript should be as likely for the decoy reading as it is for 
the reading intended for them. Overall ratings were given using a 0-6 scale (where 
0 = No correct information or communication; 3 = Mixture of correct and incorrect 
information, but enough correct information to indicate that communication with 
the deceased occurred; and 6 = Excellent reading, including strong aspects of com-
munication, and with essentially no incorrect information). Even under these strin-
gent conditions, which did not allow for direct contact between medium and sitter, 
the mean rating for the intended readings was 3.56; although this was not extremely 
accurate, it was still significantly higher than for the control readings of 1.94. When 
asked to choose which reading was more applicable to them, sitters chose the read-
ings intended for them 81 per cent of the time. Schwartz, Beischel, and colleagues 
have reported a number of broadly similar studies that also claim above chance per-
formance (e.g. Schwartz, Russek, & Barentsen, 2002; Schwartz, Russek, Nelson, & 
Barentsen, 2001; see Beischel & Zingrone, 2015, for a review).

In the UK, Robertson and Roy have reported on three studies of  mediumship. 
In the first of these (Robertson & Roy, 2001) they described a double blind proce-
dure in which they could test the sceptical claim that statements made by mediums 
are so general that they could as readily be accepted by people who were not the 
intended recipients. Records were made of the statements made by 10 mediums 
during demonstrations of mediumship, and the acceptance ratings given by 44 
intended recipients were compared with applicability ratings given by 407 others 
who attended the demonstration but did not receive a message intended for them 
(termed the non-recipients). Whereas the intended recipients accepted 65 per cent 
of their statements as applicable only 13 per cent of the non-recipients were able 
to accept them, a difference that was highly significant. However, in this initial 
study not only did the medium face his or her audience and identify the person 
for whom the message was meant, so that they might have benefited from ver-
bal feedback from them, but the intended recipient knew that the messages were 
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intended for them and so might have been more motivated to make sense of them. 
These issues were addressed in a second study (Roy & Robertson, 2001) in which 
the medium was placed behind a screen so that they could not see any of the 
 participants. The intended recipient of a message was chosen by selecting a number 
at random with the numbers corresponding to particular participant seats. Once 
a recipient had been selected, the medium began the reading without knowing 
for whom it was intended and without being able to see the audience reactions. 
The reading was given verbally and transcribed by one of the experimenters. The 
transcript was photocopied and given out to all participants who rated the applica-
bility of the reading statement by statement. This design not only ensures that the 
medium cannot get feedback from the recipient of the message but also that recip-
ients and non-recipients do not know whether the message was intended for them. 
Although the weighted analysis is quite dense, it does show that the applicability 
ratings from intended recipients were significantly higher than for non-recipients 
(Roy & Robertson, 2004).

Not all experimental tests have been successful. O’Keeffe & Wiseman (2005) 
recruited five mediums who each gave readings for five sitters drawn from univer-
sity staff and students who were chosen on the basis that they did not know each 
other but were relatively similar (in age and gender). Each medium attended for 
one day during which the five sitters attended sessions in a randomised order. The 
medium and sitters never met but were located in different rooms in the laboratory. 
The medium was asked to attempt to contact one or more spirit(s) associated with 
the sitter and relate any information that they believed appropriate. They were 
allowed to say as much or as little as they wished during the 60-minute sitting. 
All of these comments were recorded on videotape. Meanwhile the sitter for that 
session was provided with headphones and listened to music of their choice for the 
duration of the reading. Once all five experimental days had been completed, the 
readings were transcribed from the videotapes and the transcripts were separated 
into a series of statements. All statements from every sitting were sent to each sitter, 
who rated them for applicability (from 1 = not applicable, to 7 = very applicable). 
An overall score could thereby be calculated for each reading by summing the indi-
vidual ratings assigned to each of the statements making up that reading. Analysis 
showed that the sitters did not give higher ratings to readings that were intended for 
them, compared with the ratings given by the other sitters (for whom the reading 
was not intended).

Although the findings when taken together seem promising, it is difficult to 
draw any firm conclusions from so few studies. (Beischel and Zingrone [2015] 
report that just 11 quantitative studies that test the claims of mediumship have 
been published in the last 15 years.) Given the public’s interest in the question of 
survival of death and the possibility of communicating with loved ones, and the 
difficulties in differentiating between genuine mediumship (if such is possible) and 
cold reading techniques, there clearly is a need for more extensive and systematic 
research into this topic.

Parapsychology_Ch03_1pp.indd   33 19/07/16   10:59 am



Author Queries
AQ1:  Is 1968 intended here? If not, please provide full reference entry for Gauld 

1982.
AQ2: Please provide caption for Figure 3.1.
AQ3: There doesn’t appear to be a Roe 1994 in the references; please advise.
AQ4: Please provide placement of closing parenthesis.

Parapsychology_Ch03_1pp.indd   34 19/07/16   10:59 am




