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THE EXTENT OF SELECTIVE REPORTING OF ESP GANZFELD STUDIES

Susan Blackmore
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The repeatable psi experiment has proved an elusive goal for
parapsychology. However, certain recent methods for eliciting psi,
notably the use of ganzfeld stimulation, seem to have provided some
degree of replicability. In 1977 Honorton reviewed all ganzfeld
studies then published and showed that half, eight out of sixteen,
obtained significant results. In a second review (Honorton, 1978) he
gave 14 out of 26, or 54%, as significant. Sargent (1979) suggested
that the ganzfeld technique has given 58% replicability both across
laboratories and studies. My own survey of the literature published to
date shows that of 31 studies 18, or 58%, obtained significant
results. These figures are shown in table 1.

These estimates appear encouraging. However, various factors have to
be taken into consideration before accepting them as valid. These
include the methodological weaknesses in many of the studies, the use
of inappropriate statistics or overanalysis, and selective reporting.
Sargent (1980a) separated studies into those he considered adequate
and inadequate in methodology. Of 1l deemed adequate 6, or 54%,
obtained significance. In my own survey I considered 12 published
studies to be adequate. Others were ruled out for such reasons as the

Note: This paper fulfils the publication policy of this journal.
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TABLE 1
Estimates of the repeatability of ESP in the
ganzfeld (published studies)

Total Number of Percentage of
significant studies

Honorton 1977 16 8 50%
Honorton 1978 26 14 547
Sargent 1979 24 14 58%
Blackmore 1980 31 18 587%

use of picture targets without a duplicate set for judging, or the
possibility of communication between subject and agent prior to
judging. Some studies can be considered adequate for results obtained
from independent judging but not from subjects' judging. Of the 12
renmaining 6, or 50%, were significant. Clearly the adequacy or
otherwise of the methods used makes little difference to the apparent
replicability of the technique.

Selective reporting may also be a relevant factor. If many
experiments are carried out but those which seem to be giving chance
results are abandoned before completion or are never written up for
publication then there will be a bias towards significance in the
literature. This bias may be introduced by subjects dropping out, by
authors themselves, or by editors selecting submitted work for
publication. Any estimates of the repeatability of a finding based
only on published results may overestimate the true repeatability to
an extent dependent on the size of that selection. Sargent has pointed
out that a ganzfeld study is relatively time-consuming and arduous to
perform as compared with many types of forced~choice psi experiments.
They are therefore unlikely to be undertaken lightly, for example as
student projects or informal experiments. In addition, since the first
such study was reported only six years ago (Honorton and Harper, 1974)
there has not been a long time in which large numbers of such.studies
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could have been carried out. One night therefore expect the number of
unreported ganzfeld studies to be small, and certainly smaller thani
for many other types of psi experiment. Finally the method used varies

comparatively little.

For all these reasons it seemed that it might be possible to find
out about the majority of unpublished ganzfeld studies and to compare
the success rate of those with that of the published”ones. In this Yzy
an estimate of the extent and importance of selective reporting cou
be made. The published data was surveyed, as alfeady noted, and a Les
questionnaire was used to find out about unpublished work. The resu

for each were then compared.

METHOD

A questionnaire was sent to any person who it was thought Tight have
been associated with ganzfeld studies. This asked about studies not
completed, and those completed but not published. The complete
questionnaire appears in the appendix.

The questionnaire was initially sent to 81 people, most of whose
names and addresses were obtained from the Parapsychological
Association member's list. For those who had published ganzfel? work a
1ist of references was appended to check that none had been omitted.
In response to information given by some respondents a further five
questionnaires were sent out, making 86 in total.

RESULTS

40 completed questionnaires were returned, giving a return rate of
47%. These elicited a total of 32 further ganzfeld studies, reported
by 15 respondents. Of these 12 studies were reported as not completed.
These included seven "in progress” with the intention t? complete and
five others. The other reasons for not completing were methodological
defects” (2), “"results not significant” (2), "demonstration to the
media, aborted” (1), "high attrition rate and overly complex -
design-analysis requirement” (1), and "departed for gradua%e schoo
(1) (the total is more than five since respondents could give more
than one reason for not completing the study). In no case was results
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not significant™ given as the sole reason for failing to complete and

therefore no selection at this stage was apparent (assuming thruthful
answers).

20 completed but unpublished studies were listed. Reasons for not
publishing were asg follows:

Intending to publish 13
Methodological defects 5
Results not significant 1
Other and:

Never intended for publication 2
Awaiting modified confirmation 1

The 20 unpublished studies included both significant and
non-significant results (significance on primary analysis for ESP in
the ganzfeld only was asked for). The results of one could not be
evaluated for various reasons given by the author. 0f the remaining
19, 7 were reported to have given results significant at the .05 level
on the primary analysis. This is 37% which compares with 58% (by my
estimate) in the published data. As might be expected, the difference
is in the direction of more significance in the published work, but a
chi-square test comparing significant and non-significant for

published and unpublished shows no significant difference (see table
2).

The adequacy of the method used is also relevant. Authors may be
more willing to report significant findings if the method is sound,
and the method may affect the findings. For any analysis here it is
necessary to assume that authors correctly reported whether their

and is hard to test. However, assuming so, we find that 14 of the 19
studies were adequate and of these 5, or 36%, obtained significant
results. This provides no evidence that methodological weaknesses were

responsible for significant findings in the unpublished any more than
in the published work.

DISCUSSION

The proportion of 'significant' overall psi scores for unpublished
ganzfeld studies is comparable to that found in the published ones. We
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TABLE 2 ]
Proportions of 'significant' studies,
published and unpublished

Percentage of
1 Number of ‘
fora significant studies

.58%
Published 31 “7; 37%
Unpublished 19 25 50%
Total 50

ot be sure that all unpublished have been deFected hereéogzzs rave
cert inl 11 those from the major parapsychological labora nave
been (a5 9‘ honest replies), and there would seem to b? no a prio
been (aisuzinﬁose that the proportion would be markedly different ;Ee
rﬁasonwhgch Sere undetected by this survey. In fact, in o;dir ;gng «
: Zi?ference to the conclusions reached here we would nee d.os e
: four non-significant unpublished but completed stu 1§1L .
f?rthe? OE ones, to add to those included here. It.seews unh ely,
iigzgilzzztainly’possible, that with further investigation the

position would change in this way.

Also relevant is to consider the overall signifi:anﬁe.tgzoazziis ago
Honorton (1978, p.87) pointed out that "even if ?i ma ? he absur
assumption that there are ten . . (unreported fa¥l;r§: ;;gnificant at
significant study, the observed results would Etl Loe onent

. i i d here, both publis
=0.02". Of all the studies include , _pu 05
Engugfished, 25 out of 50 provided resultz Eigzlf;cznia?;ethiumber o
he selecte est o
1. If these 25 were to be t
iizzies there would need to be a further 450 undetected

non-significant studies.

i bias
We may therefore conclude with some certalntylghét ;?25 2 ot a
introduced by selective reporting of ESP.ganzfe d 5'¥icant emelte,
ma jor contributor to the overall proportion of signi
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and the apparent success of the technique. If the positive results are
not due to psi but are spurious this must be for some reason such as
methodological errors or overanalysis undetected here, unconscious
biases, untruthful answers, or deliberate fraud, or other such
factors. It is not due solely to selective reporting.
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ABSTRACT

Estimates of the replicability of ESP in the ganzfeld based on the
published data alone range from 50% to 58%. In a survey of unpublished
ganzfeld studies a further 32 studies were elicited. Of 20 completed
but not published 37% obtained significant results in the primary
analysis, a proportion not significantly different from that in the
published data. It was concluded that selective reporting is not a
ma jor contributor to the apparent success and repeatability of ESP in
the ganzfeld.
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