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Belief in psychic ability and the misattribution
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This paper explores the notion that people who believe in psychic ability possess
various psychological attributes that increase the likelihood of them misattributing
paranormal causation to experiences that have a normal explanation. The paper
discusses the structure and measurement of belief in psychic ability, then reviews the
considerable body of work exploring the relationship between belief in psychic ability,
and academic performance, intelligence, critical thinking, probability misjudgement and
reasoning, measures of fantasy proneness and the propensity to find correspondences
in distantly related material. Finally, the paper proposes several possible directions for
future research, including: the need to build a multi-causal model of belief; to address
the issue of correlation versus causation; to resolve the inconsistent pattern of findings
present in many areas; and to develop a more valid, reliable and fine-grained measure of
belief in psychic ability.

Surveys suggest that approximately 50% of Americans believe in the existence of extra-

sensory perception (e.g. Newport & Strausberg, 2001), and that similar levels of belief

exist throughout much of Western Europe and in many other parts of the world

(e.g. Haraldsson, 1985). Attempts to identify the mechanisms underlying the formation
of such beliefs have adopted one of three theoretical perspectives. Some of the research

has adopted a motivational perspective and examined whether such beliefs develop, in

part, because they fulfil a need for control (e.g. Irwin, 1992; Lawrence, Edwards,

Barraclough, Church, & Hetherington, 1995), or form an integral part of a religious or

philosophical world-view (e.g. Haraldsson, 1981; Thalbourne & Hootkooper, 2002).

A second line of work has argued that psychic abilities may actually exist, and that some

beliefs about such abilities may therefore be the result of people experiencing genuine

paranormal phenomena (e.g. Alcock, Burns, & Freeman, 2003; Irwin, 2004;
Radin, 1997). A third strand of research has examined the notion that people tend to

believe in psychic ability because they possess psychological attributes that make them
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more likely to misattribute paranormal causation to normal experiences. This paper

presents a qualitative and critical review of research relating to this third perspective.

The first section of the paper discusses the structure and measurement of belief in

psychic ability. The second section reviews research exploring the relationship between

belief in psychic ability and academic performance, intelligence, critical thinking,

probability misjudgement and reasoning, a propensity to find correspondences in
distantly related material, and measures of fantasy proneness. Finally, the paper

proposes several possible directions for future research.

The structure and measurement of belief in psychic ability

There are two main types of alleged psychic ability: extra-sensory perception and

psychokinesis (Irwin, 2004). Extra-sensory perception (ESP) is the apparent ability to

receive information via a channel of communication not presently recognized by

mainstream science, and includes alleged clairvoyance (in which the information was

not known to anyone else), telepathy (in which the information was known to another

person) and precognition (in which the information relates to a future event).

Psychokinesis (PK) is the apparent ability to influence physical objects or biological

systems using unknown means, and encompasses a wide range of alleged phenomena,
including causing objects to levitate, dice to roll sixes at above chance levels and

paranormal healing.

Although some researchers have created their own measures of belief in such

abilities (e.g. Blackmore & Moore, 1994; Sheils & Berg, 1977; Wiseman & Morris, 1995),

most of the work in this area has employed either the Australian Sheep-Goat Scale1

(ASGS) or the Paranormal Belief Scale (PBS) (Goulding & Parker, 2001).

The most recent version of the Australian Sheep-Goat Scale contains 18 statements,

with respondents indicating their level of agreement or disagreement with each
statement using a visual analogue scale (Thalbourne & Delin, 1993). Sixteen of the items

relate to people’s belief in, or alleged experience of, ESP and PK (e.g. ‘I am completely

convinced that ESP exists’ and ‘I am completely convinced that it is impossible to send a

“mental message” to another person’), with the remaining two referring to belief in the

after-life (‘I believe in life after death’ and ‘I believe that some people can contact the

spirits of the dead’). Although there is some evidence that the scale may contain three

distinct subscales (relating to ESP, PK and life after death), scores on the individual items

are very highly correlated with one another, such that the vast majority of researchers,
including those who developed the scale, use the questionnaire to provide a single

measure of participants’ belief in psychic ability (e.g. Thalbourne, 1995a, 1995b;

Thalbourne & Delin, 1993; Thalbourne, Dunbar, & Delin, 1995).

The Paranormal Belief Scale (Tobacyk & Milford, 1983; later slightly revised by

Tobacyk, 1988) contains 26 items relating to a very wide range of alleged paranormal

phenomena (including, e.g. unidentified flying objects, superstition, ESP, precognition,

the existence of hell and the Loch Ness monster), with people being asked to respond to

each item on a 7-point scale anchored by strongly agree and strongly disagree. The scale
contains a number of items directly relating to alleged psychic ability, including those

concerning PK, mind-reading and precognition (e.g. ‘mind-reading is not possible’

1 The unusual title of this scale comes from Schmeidler (1945) who, using a biblical metaphor, coined the term ‘sheep’ to refer
to those who believe in the possibility of ESP and ‘goats’ to refer to disbelievers.
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and ‘Some psychics can accurately predict the future’). Tobacyk and Milford originally

argued that the PBS contained seven subscales (traditional religious belief, psi,

witchcraft, superstition, spiritualism, extraordinary life forms and precognition), with

scores on three of these (psi, spiritualism and precognition) providing measures of

belief in psychic ability. However, several researchers have since challenged the way in

which Tobacyk and Milford analysed and interpreted the psychometric properties of the
PBS, arguing that the items relating to belief in psychic ability are best viewed as a single

factor. (Hartman, 1999; Lange, Irwin, & Houran, 2000; Lawrence, 1995a, 1995b;

Lawrence & De Cicco, 1997; Lawrence, Roe, & Williams, 1997, 1998; Tobacyk, 1995a,

1995b; Tobacyk & Thomas, 1997). Thus, Lawrence et al. (1997) carried out an

exploratory factor analysis of responses to the PBS, noting that a five-factor model

provided a better fit of the data than seven factors, with one of the five factors

containing items relating to belief in psychic abilities. Lawrence et al. (1998) report

obtaining the same results in a second, confirmatory, factor analysis. Likewise,

Lange et al. (2000) report carrying out a Rasch scaling of the PBS, and argue for the
existence of two clusters of items: new age philosophy (NAP; containing 11 items drawn

almost entirely from the psi, spiritualism and precognition subscales) and traditional

paranormal beliefs (TPB; containing 5 items drawn from the traditional religious belief

and witchcraft subscales). This two-factor model has recently been widely adopted by

several researchers examining the correlates of belief in the paranormal (e.g. Houran &

Lange, 2001; Irwin, 2003a, 2003b; Thalbourne, 2001).

There is also considerable evidence suggesting that scores on the various scales

described above are highly correlated with one another. For example, correlations

between participants’ scores on the ASGS and the psi, precognition and spiritualism
subscales of the PBS range from approximately .6–.7 (Thalbourne, 1995a; Thalbourne

et al., 1995), and Thalbourne (2001) reports a correlation of .77 between participants’

scores on the ASGS and the PBS items making up Lange et al.’s (2000) measure of NAP.

Also, the vast majority of other scales designed to measure belief in psychic ability

(e.g. Blackmore & Moore, 1994; Sheils & Berg, 1977; Wiseman & Morris, 1995) contain

items that are worded in a very similar way to those items making up the ASGS and PBS.

For example, the Paranormal Belief Scale devised by Blackmore and Moore contains 10

statements concerning the existence of psychic ability (e.g. ‘extra-sensory perception

exists’ and ‘I have had at least one premonition about the future that came true, and
which was not just a coincidence’). Blackmore and Moore calculate the mean score for

each participant and use this as a general measure of belief in psychic ability. Likewise,

in the 5-item questionnaire constructed by Sheils and Berg, participants are asked to

indicate their belief about telepathy, PK, precognition, astral projection and psychic

healing. Again, each participant’s scores on these 5 items are then combined to produce

an overall measure of belief. Many of these questionnaires have not undergone the type

of extensive psychometric testing that has been carried out with the ASGS and PBS.

However, the small amount of research that has examined the relationship between

different measures of belief in psychic ability has reported that people’s scores on these

scales tend to be highly correlated with their scores on the ASGS and PBS (e.g. Irwin,
1985, reports a .74 correlation between participants’ scores on ASGS and the

questionnaire constructed by Sheils & Berg, 1977).

In short, some of the most frequently employed questionnaires designed to measure

paranormal belief contain items relating to a diverse range of phenomena, including, for

example, ESP, astrology, the afterlife and luck. This review focuses on just one of these

factors, namely, belief in psychic ability. For the reasons outlined above, this belief will be
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treated as a single dimension, and the ASGS, Psi, Spiritualism and Precognition subscales

of the PBS, the PBS items making up Lange et al.’s measure of NAP, and some of the less

widely used questionnaires described above will be viewed as valid measures of this

belief.

The misattribution hypothesis

The misattribution hypothesis assumes that people have developed beliefs in psychic

ability because they have misattributed psychic causation to normal experiences

(e.g. Alcock, 1981; Blackmore, 1992). This paper evaluates this hypothesis by examining

the relationship between belief in psychic ability and four processes that may lead to

suchmisattribution; namely, poor general cognitive abilities, probability misjudgements,

propensity to find correspondences in distantly related material and fantasy proneness.

Each of these areas will be reviewed in turn.

General cognitive ability
Some researchers have speculated that believers may, in general, have poor cognitive

abilities compared with disbelievers and therefore be less able to accurately judge

whether alleged psychic phenomena have normal explanations (e.g. Alcock, 1981;
Blackmore, 1992; Marks, 1988). A diverse range of research has evaluated this

hypothesis, including studies examining the relationship between belief in psychic

ability and academic achievement, intelligence and reasoning.

Several studies have investigated the relationship between belief in psychic ability

and various measures of academic achievement, including participants’ course grades,

Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) scores, exam performance and highest level of

educational attainment. Although many of these studies have reported that believers

show significantly lower levels of academic performance than disbelievers (Gray, 1987;
Messer & Griggs, 1989; Musch & Ehrenberg, 2002; Otis & Alcock, 1982; Pasachoff,

Cohen, & Pasachoff, 1970), the overall pattern of results is inconsistent, with some

researchers failing to replicate this finding (Thalbourne & Nofi, 1997) and others

reporting believers outperforming disbelievers (Emmons & Sobal, 1981; Haraldsson,

1985; Tobacyk, Miller, & Jones, 1984). Studies examining the relationship between

belief in psychic ability and scores on intelligence tests have also yielded mixed findings,

with some researchers reporting negative correlations (Smith, Foster, & Stovin, 1998),

others failing to find this relationship (Thalbourne & Nofi, 1997; Wiseman &Watt, 2002)
and, in at least one study, believers obtaining significantly higher scores than

disbelievers (Jones, Russell, & Nickel, 1977).

A small amount of work has also examined belief in psychic ability within academia.

Some studies have reported that people with a background in science tend to express

lower levels of belief than those involved in the humanities (Happs, 1987; Otis & Alcock,

1982; Padgett, Benassi, & Singer, 1981). However, again, the overall pattern is far from

clear-cut, with one study reporting that students studying the biological sciences held

higher levels of paranormal belief than their humanity-based counterparts (Salter &
Routledge, 1971), and other research finding that the majority of scientists teaching at

American colleges or universities rating ESP as a ‘likely possibility’ (McClenon, 1982;

Wagner & Monnet, 1979).

The same rather confused pattern of findings has also emerged from work

investigating belief in psychic ability and scores on critical thinking tests. Once again,
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some researchers have reported disbelievers obtaining significantly higher scores than

believers (e.g. Alcock & Otis, 1980), but others have failed to replicate these

results (Royalty, 1995). A small amount of research has also examined belief in psychic

ability and performance on more ecologically valid measures of critical thinking; namely,

the way in which participants assess reports of scientific experiments. In the first of

these studies, Alcock and Otis asked participants to critically evaluate short research

articles describing an experiment into either PK or pain tolerance. Contrary to

expectations, they found no significant differences between the performance of

believers and disbelievers. Gray and Mill (1990) reported a similar study in which

participants were asked to identify methodological problems in mock scientific papers,

and found that believers exhibited significantly less critical thinking skills than

disbelievers. However, Roe (1999) has criticized this study, arguing that the findings may

have been the result of either cognitive dissonance or a procedural artifact. Roe also

reported his own study that controlled for these issues by asking both believers and

disbelievers to rate mock scientific papers that were either pro or anti ESP. Roe found no

significant differences between the way in which believers and disbelievers assessed

these papers, with both groups showing a significant tendency to rate papers that were

incongruent with their prior beliefs as less competently conducted than papers in line

with their beliefs. In a conceptually similar study, Korpan, Bisanz, Bisanz, and

Henderson (1997) had participants assess short newspaper reports of scientific studies

into either psychic ability or more mainstream topics, but again found few differences in

how believers and disbelievers carried out this task.

A slightly more consistent pattern of results has emerged from work examining the

relationship between belief in psychic ability and performance on syllogistic reasoning

tasks (i.e. tasks in which participants are presented with a pair of statements, followed

by a conclusion, and asked to indicate whether the conclusion could be derived logically

from the statements). The majority of research has found that disbelievers tend to

perform significantly better on these types of tasks than believers (Polzella, Popp, &

Hinsman, 1975; Roberts & Seager, 1999; Wierzbicki, 1985; Wiseman &Watt, 2002), with

only one study failing to replicate this relationship (Irwin, 1991a).

Thus, although there is some evidence of disbelievers outperforming believers on

syllogistic reasoning tasks, the majority of the work in this area has produced a

somewhat inconclusive set of results. However, drawing any strong conclusions from

this body of work is problematic, in part, because many of the studies have employed

rather general measures (e.g. participants’ IQ scores or SAT results) that do not directly

test the hypothesis that believers are less able than disbelievers to evaluate evidence of

alleged psychic ability. As a result, there is a strong need for future work in this area to

involve measures that provide a more direct test of this hypothesis including,

for example, participants’ level of scientific training, ability to generate and evaluate

alternative hypotheses, and so on. However, the mixed findings from the few studies

that have used more ecologically valid measures (e.g. asking participants to assess mock

scientific reports relating to psychic phenomena) suggest that there is no reason to

assume that the results of such work will provide a dramatically different pattern of

findings. In short, with the possible exception of the relationship between belief

in psychic ability and performance on syllogistic reasoning tasks, the existing literature

does not support the notion that believers and disbelieves in psychic ability differ in

their levels of general cognitive functioning.
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Probability misjudgement
People can erroneously attribute psychic causality to an unusual experience

(e.g. thinking of a distant friend only to receive a telephone call from that person

moments later) if they underestimate the likelihood of that experience happening by

chance, and therefore reject coincidence as a tenable explanation (Morris, 1986). As a

result, some researchers have argued that people who make poor probability judgments
may be more likely than others to view their experiences as psychic (Blackmore, 1992;

Blackmore & Troscianko, 1985).

Researchers have tested this hypothesis by examining the relationship between

belief in psychic ability and performance on various probability judgment tasks, such as

asking about the relative likelihood of certain scenarios (e.g. ‘Is throwing 10 dice at the

same time and getting 10 sixes more or less likely than throwing 1 dice 10 times and

obtaining 10 successive sixes?’) or generating stings of ‘random’ numbers that are later

analysed for biased sequences. The majority of this work suggests that, compared with

disbelievers, believers tend to underestimate the statistical likelihood of the scenarios,
and show a greater avoidance of repetition when generating ‘random’ strings, thus

resulting in more biased sequences (Blackmore & Troscianko, 1985; Bressan, 2002;

Brugger, 1997; Brugger, Landis, & Regard, 1990; Brugger, Regard, & Landis, 1991;

Brugger, Regard, Landis, Krebs, & Niederberger, 1994; Musch & Ehrenberg, 2002),

although a small number of studies have failed to replicate this finding

(Blackmore, Galaud, & Walker, 1994; Houtkooper & Haraldsson, 1997; Matthews &

Blackmore, 1995) and one study has reported believers outperforming disbelievers

(Lawrence, 1990–1991).

Blackmore (1997) adopted a somewhat different approach to assessing the
probability misjudgement model, examining the relationship between belief in psychic

ability and the ‘Barnum’ effect. This effect occurs when people judge very general

personality statements (e.g. ‘You have a great deal of untapped creative potential’) as a

more accurate description of themselves than others. Blackmore hypothesized that this

effect could be due to people misjudging the probability of the statements being

endorsed by others, and speculated that believers may therefore be more prone to the

effect than disbelievers. Blackmore presented both believers and disbelievers with 10

general statements (e.g. ‘You have a scar on your left knee’), asked them to imagine

presenting them to a randomly selected person on the street and then guess how many
of the statements would be endorsed by the imaginary person. Contrary to

expectations, the results showed no difference in the probability estimates given by

believers and disbelievers.

Musch and Ehrenberg (2002) recently examined whether probability judgment may

be related to more general cognitive ability. In addition to collecting data on

participants’ probability judgments, the researchers also created a measure of general

cognitive ability (secondary school grade average weighted across several subjects).

Although significant negative correlations were found between belief in psychic ability

and probability misjudgements, these were reduced to non-significance once the

researchers controlled for general cognitive ability. As a result, the authors argue that
poor cognitive ability may underlie the apparent relationship between belief in psychic

ability and probability misjudgements.

In short, the probabilistic judgment tasks that have tended to show a significant

relationship with belief in psychic ability appear somewhat artificial (e.g. assessing the

likelihood of a die producing a certain sequence of numbers), whereas more

ecologically valid tasks (e.g. assessing the probability of the type of statements made by
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a psychic being accurate) have failed to replicate these effects. As with the literature

assessing the relationship between belief in psychic ability and general cognitive

functioning, there appears to be a strong need for more ecologically valid studies that

provide a more direct test of the hypothesis under consideration. However, unlike the

literature on general cognitive functioning, the existing literature provides some

evidence to support the notion that disbelievers tend to outperform believers on tasks
involving probabilistic judgments and statistical thinking.

The propensity to find correspondences in distantly related material
People often believe that they have had a psychic experience when there appear to be

inexplicable correspondences between their thoughts and events in the real world

(Morris, 1986). As a result, some researchers have hypothesized that the more an
individual possesses the ability to find connections between their experiences and actual

events, themore likely they are to view their experiences as psychic (see, e.g. Blackmore,

1992; Brugger & Graves, 1997a; Houran & Lange, 1998).

Support for this hypothesis comes from several studies in which participants have

been presented with images of random dot patterns and asked to try to identify

drawings embedded in the image (Blackmore & Moore, 1994; Brugger, Regard, et al.,

1993). As predicted, believers were significantly more able than disbelievers to identify

non-existent drawings. These results have been conceptually replicated in several other
studies in which participants have been asked to find meaningful connections between

a variety of randomly paired stimuli, including line drawings (Brugger, 1992, cited in

Brugger & Taylor, 2003; Brugger et al., 1994; Wiseman & Smith, 2002) and nouns

(Pizzagalli, Lehmann, & Brugger, 2001).

In short, these studies suggest a reliable relationship between belief in psychic ability

and the finding of connections between distantly related visual and verbal material.

These results support the findings from other research in which believers have reported

higher scores than disbelievers on a variety of self-report measures of creativity
(Thalbourne, 1998; Thalbourne & Delin, 1994). Unlike the previous two sections

exploring general cognitive functioning and probability judgments, believers’ increased

ability to find correspondences between events and experiences, and therefore

to attribute psychic causation to such experiences, does not necessarily imply that such

attributions are erroneous. Indeed, it could be argued that disbelievers are experiencing

genuine psychic phenomena but failing to notice them because of their inability to

detect meaningful connections.

Additional work on this topic has explored how possible differences in the
hemispheric activity of believers and disbelievers might provide a neurological

explanation for these findings. Given the significant body of research suggesting that the

right hemisphere is associated with the processing of distantly related material

(e.g. metaphors and humour, certain aspects of creativity), some researchers have

argued that the type of right hemisphere over-activation exhibited by believers may

explain why they are better able to find meaningful connections between experiences

and events, and thus be more likely to believe in psychic ability (e.g. Brugger & Taylor,

2003). Various studies have reported evidence to support this notion. For example,
Brugger, Gamma, Müri, Schäfer, and Taylor (1993) had both disbelievers and believers

complete a lateralized tachistoscopic lexical-decision task. Believers exhibited

significantly enhanced lexical-decision accuracy in the left visual field/right hemisphere

compared with non-believers. Likewise, Pizzagalli et al. (2000) measured EEG activity in
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both believers and disbelievers during a 4-minute, eyes-closed, resting period.

Compared with disbelievers, believers showed relatively higher right hemisphere

activation and reduced hemispheric asymmetry of functional complexity. Finally,

Brugger and Graves (1997b) had blindfolded participants attempt to tactually bisect a

rod. Consistent with the notion of over-activation in the right hemisphere, participants’

levels of belief in psychic ability were positively correlated with the degree of leftward
deviation in the bisection task.

Brugger and Taylor (2003) have also argued that high scores on tasks involving

perceived connections in distantly related material are the result of the type of

disinhibition of semantic network activation that may act as one basis for schizophrenic

thought disorder, and that this work thus has the potential to help provide an insight

into the positive relationship between belief in psychic ability and a propensity for

schizophrenia (Peltzer, 2002, 2003; Thalbourne, 1998; Thalbourne et al., 1995;

Thalbourne & French, 1995). However, several researchers have stressed that these
findings should not be used to pathologize belief in the paranormal, but instead help

clarify the distinction between relatively healthy forms of such beliefs and those that

might be associated with psychological ill-health (e.g. Goulding, 2004, 2005; Williams &

Irwin, 1991).

Fantasy proneness
Fantasy proneness entails a propensity to become so deeply absorbed in a fantasy that it

is difficult to knowwhether the experience is purely imaginary or caused by an external

source (Lynn & Rhue, 1988). Some researchers have speculated that fantasy-prone

people are more likely to both experience certain types of unusual quasi-perceptual

phenomena (e.g. visions, hallucinated voices and apparitions) and, because of the

extreme vividness of these experiences, erroneously conclude that such events actually

happened and were psychic in origin (Blackmore, 1984; Marks, 1988). This hypothesis

predicts that believers will obtain higher scores than disbelievers on measures relating
to fantasy proneness, including, for example, hypnotizability, suggestibility, imagery

skills, absorption and dissociation.

Several studies have found positive correlations between belief in psychic ability and

a range of measures assessing hypnotizability (Palmer & Van Der Velden, 1983; Pekala,

Kumar, & Marcano, 1995; Thalbourne, 1995b; Wagner & Ratzeburg, 1987); however,

other studies have failed to replicate these findings (Pekala et al., 1995; Saucer, Cahoon,

& Edmonds, 1992). Wiseman, Greening, and Smith (2003) carried out a more

naturalistic examination into suggestion within the context of a mock séance. During
these studies, an actor (playing the role of a medium) suggested that a stationary table

was levitating. Participants’ prior belief in the paranormal predicted the degree to which

these suggestions affected their recall of the séance, with believers exhibiting

significantly higher levels of suggestibility than disbelievers.

Only a small number of studies have investigated the relationship between belief in

psychic ability and imagery abilities. Diamond and Taft (1975) found a positive and

significant correlation between belief in psychic ability and the Betts Questionnaire

Upon Mental Imagery, and Dixon, Labelle, and Laurence (1996) reported similar findings
using the preference for an imagic cognitive style. More recently, however, researchers

have failed to find any relationship between belief in psychic ability and imagery-based

tasks designed to induce false memories (Blackmore & Rose, 1997; Rose & Blackmore,

2001).

Richard Wiseman and Caroline Watt330



Copyright © The British Psychological Society
Reproduction in any form (including the internet) is prohibited without prior permission from the Society

Research has revealed positive, and often reasonably large, correlations between

scores on the Inventory of Childhood Memories and Imaginings (the most frequently

used measure of fantasy proneness) and belief in psychic ability (Irwin, 1990, 1991b).

Several studies have also reported significant correlations between belief in psychic

ability and scores on the most widely used measure of absorption, the Tellegen

absorption scale (Council, Greyson, & Huff, 1988; Palmer & Van Der Velden, 1983);
however, this was not confirmed in a later study by Makasovski and Irwin (1999), which

used a subset of items from the Dissociative experiences scale to index ‘psychological

absorption’. Finally, several researchers have reported positive and significant

correlations between belief in psychic ability and several different measures of

dissociative tendencies (e.g. Irwin, 1994; Makasovski & Irwin, 1999; Pekala et al., 1995).

In short, there is considerable evidence to support a relationship between belief in

psychic ability and several concepts related to fantasy proneness. These findings,

although consistent, should perhaps be treated with some caution given that several
researchers have noted how many of the measures employed are intercorrelated and

thus may reflect the operation of a single underlying concept (see, e.g. Kirsch &

Council, 1992). Indeed, Thalbourne (1998, 2000, 2001) has published a considerable

body of work arguing that the single concept of ‘transliminality’ (derived from the Latin

word trans, meaning across, and limen, meaning threshold), underpins a wide range of

such factors including frequency of dream interpretation, fantasy proneness,

absorption, magical ideation and mystical experiences.

Looking into the future

The need to build on consistent patterns of existing findings
Some of the research areas outlined above have obtained consistent results and thus

reveal important insights in the psychology of belief in psychic ability. For example,

believers have consistently obtained higher scores than disbelievers on several measures

of fantasy proneness and exhibit a propensity to find correspondences in distantly
related material. These findings could be interpreted as supporting the notion that some

people may come to believe in psychic ability because they incorrectly attribute

paranormal causation to certain types of normal experiences. In addition to continuing

to explore the type of factors that influence these effects, future work should build on

these findings in two ways.

First, although existing work has demonstrated reliable differences between

believers and disbelievers, the magnitude of the observed effects are relatively modest

and thus there is scope to develop and assess models that provide a more
comprehensive account of belief in psychic ability. It seems unlikely that a complete

understanding of such beliefs will rely purely on the type of material reviewed in the

previous section. Instead, it may be more beneficial for researchers to explore how the

types of reliable effects identified above may interact with the type of factors

investigated by researchers adopting a motivational approach to belief in psychic ability

(i.e. examining the degree to which such beliefs develop because they fulfil important

psychological needs or form part of a world-view). The initial findings from the small

amount of work that has started to develop this type of multi-causal modelling is
encouraging. For example, both Irwin (1992, 1993) and Lawrence et al. (1995) have

successfully developed models that aim to predict belief in psychic ability via

a combination of propensity for fantasy proneness and a strong need for control created

by childhood trauma.
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Second, the correlational nature of almost all of the work reviewed in the previous

section makes it impossible to know whether belief in psychic ability causes, or is a

result of, the various factors that are consistently associated with such beliefs (e.g. Irwin,

1985; Lange & Thalbourne, 2002; Thalbourne, 2004; Zusne & Jones, 1982). Future work

needs to address this issue. A small number of researchers have started to explore how

causal modelling might help resolve this issue (Houran, Kumar, Thalbourne, & Lavertue,
2002; Houran, Wiseman, & Thalbourne, 2002; Lange, 1999; Lange & Houran, 1998).

These findings, developed within the context of alleged hauntings and poltergeist

activity, suggest that in certain contexts (e.g. when entering a location that has a

reputation for being haunted), believers tend to selectively attend to ambiguous

external (e.g. small sounds or noises) and internal (e.g. bodily changes) phenomena and,

because of their beliefs, are more likely to attribute paranormal causation to these

phenomena. As a result of this attribution, they then experience increased levels of fear

that, in turn, motivate them to notice and attribute meaning to additional phenomena.
This process has the potential to act as a positive feedback loop, with participants

growing ever more fearful and, as a result, experiencing increasing amounts of

‘paranormal activity’. A similar approach could be applied to many of the areas reviewed

in the previous section. Although such modelling clearly has the potential to make an

important contribution to the correlation versus causation debate, other types of

experimental designs could also be used to help resolve the debate. Such research could

involve enhancing people’s performance on certain measures (e.g. critical thinking,

creativity, probabilistic judgments or absorption) and examining whether this leads to
predicted changes in belief in psychic ability. An alternative approach could involve

changing participants’ beliefs about psychic ability (e.g. by having them attend a course

that presents a positive or sceptical perspective about such abilities) and then assessing

the impact of this change on relevant abilities.

The need to resolve inconsistent patterns in existing findings
Much of the research reviewed in the previous section has yielded somewhat mixed and

inconsistent results (e.g. the relationship between belief in psychic ability and academic

performance, intelligence, critical thinking and probability misjudgement).

Future research should attempt to identify and control possible sources of such

inconsistency including, for example, the nature of the tasks and belief measure

employed, and the context in which the work is conducted. In a rare example of the

type of research required, Irwin (1993) hypothesized that the mixed patterns of results

obtained in studies examining belief in psychic ability and general cognitive ability could
be due to the different contexts in which the studies tend have been conducted.

Irwin correctly noted that many of the investigators obtaining significantly negative

correlations between belief and intelligence-related measures were sceptical of psychic

abilities. He then speculated that more able and insightful participants may have

detected this scepticism, suppressed their belief scores to conform to this context and

thus artificially created the reported correlations. This hypothesis has been tested in two

studies that have employed different procedures to systematically alter the experimental

context. In the first study (Smith et al., 1998), participants completed an intelligence
test, read material that was either pro or anti the existence of ESP and finally completed a

measure of belief. In contrast, Wiseman and Watt (2002) had experimenters holding

opposing beliefs about the existence of psychic ability administer a measure of belief, an

intelligence test and reasoning task. Although neither experiment produced clear-cut
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findings in support of Irwin’s hypothesis, this work illustrates the type of endeavour

needed to help explore and resolve the inconsistencies that plague much of the research

reviewed in the previous section.

The need to develop a new measure of belief in psychic ability
As noted near the start of this paper, a wide variety of questionnaires have been used to

measure belief in psychic ability. Unfortunately, the psychometric properties of even the

most commonly used measures have been the subject of considerable debate.

There now exists a pressing need for researchers to develop a psychometrically valid
questionnaire that provides a far more fine-grained measure of belief in psychic ability.

The development of such a scale should explore whether belief in psychic ability is best

represented as a single dimension or as several subscales, and carefully consider

whether the measurement of such beliefs is significantly improved by incorporating

additional factors including, for example, reflecting the degree of conviction with which

such beliefs are held, and the evidence on which they are based (e.g. personal

experiences, another person’s experiences, media influence, religious influence;

see Clarke, 1995; Roe, 1998).

Conclusion

A large amount of research has examined whether people who believe in psychic ability

possess various psychological attributes that make them more likely to misattribute
paranormal causation to normal experiences. Believers, for example, have consistently

obtained higher scores on several measures of fantasy proneness, the propensity to find

correspondences in distantly related material and tests of syllogistic reasoning.

However, much of the research has yielded somewhat inconsistent results, including

work examining the relationship between belief in psychic ability and academic

performance, intelligence, critical thinking and probability misjudgement. Future

research needs to build upon those areas that have produced consistent findings,

incorporating this work into more comprehensive models of belief, investigating the
mechanisms that underlie such findings and attempting to resolve the correlation versus

causation issue. There is also a pressing need for future work to attempt to resolve the

inconsistent results that have been reported in many other areas, by attempting to

identify and control possible sources of such inconsistency. Finally, the entire area

would greatly benefit from the development and widespread utilization of a more

reliable, valid and fine-grained measure of belief in psychic ability. It is hoped that such

work will help answer many of the unsolved mysteries currently associated with the

formation and maintenance of such beliefs.
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