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LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

On Duncan MacDougall’s Experiment on the Loss of
Weight at Death
Ishida’s (2009) recent article in the JSE has reminded us of the often repeated idea
of the weight of souls and of attempts to establish their weight. Regarding the
latter, it is interesting to read a story by writer and historian Josiah Phillips Quincy
that appeared in the June 1887 issue of the Atlantic Monthly (Quincy, 1887). The
main character of the story was hoping to perform an experiment with a man who
was expected to die. In his words: “I hope to be able to show that approximating
the time when the soul leaves the body, there is an alteration in its weight
which is capable of registration. I have caused the bed to be supported upon
an exquisitely poised balance which will show any remission of the downward
pressure” (Quincy, 1887: 733; see also Quincy, 1888: 114). Unfortunately for our
fictional experimenter, the man in question did not die.
In his paper, Ishida also mentioned Duncan MacDougall’s often-cited article,
“Hypothesis Concerning Soul Substance Together with Experimental Evidence
of the Existence of Such Substance.” The paper, published both in American
Medicine and in the Journal of the American Society for Psychical Research
(MacDougall, 1907a,b), has been repeatedly cited from its publication in 1907 to
more recent times (e.g., Fisher, 2003: chap. 1; Parks, 2008: 90). MacDougall’s
article includes reports of weighing experiments with six persons, but only four
produced reliable results. These were losses of half an ounce for two patients, and
three-eighths and three-fourths of an ounce for the other two. Those interested in
the issue of informed consent and in ethics should notice that MacDougall wrote:
“The subjects experimented upon all gave their consent to the experiment weeks
before the day of death. The experiments did not subject the patients to any
additional sufferings” (MacDougall, 1907b: 238–239). There were also tests
conducted with 15 dogs. It is stated that the dogs were drugged to control for
movements and that they were not dying from any sickness, so I assume they were
put to death for the sake of weighing the soul. But there was no loss of weight with
the dogs.
MacDougall corresponded with psychical researcher Richard Hodgson
(MacDougall & Hodgson, 1907). The first letter published is from MacDougall
and is dated November 10, 1901, and he states that he had conducted tests as
early as April 10, 1901 (MacDougall & Hodgson, 1907: 267) but that the initial
idea occurred to him in the winter of 1896–1897 (MacDougall & Hodgson, 1907:
273).
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Some newspapers said that MacDougall was working with other doctors (“The
Ponderable Soul,” 1907). He was quoted as saying: “Four other physicians under
my direction made the first test . . .” (“Soul Has Weight, Physician Thinks,” 1907).
One of the reports mentioned “Dr. John Sproul of Haverhill and Dr. William V.
Grant, of Lawrence” (“Doctors Say Dogs Have No Soul,” 1907). It was said that
the studies were conducted in the Cullis Free Home for Consumptives (“Soul
Weight Puzzles,” 1907).
Originally MacDougall wanted to publish his work with no reference to
psychic aspects. As he wrote on May 22, 1902, to Hodgson: “I want to first
publish the discovery as a fact in the physiology of death, stripped, as a good
friend of mine has said, of its ‘psychical significance,’ because to insist upon the
latter might raise prejudice in the minds of many of our present day scientific men,
and prevent repetition of the experiment by others” (MacDougall & Hodgson,
1907: 275). But the newspapers got hold of his work, resulting in what Hyslop
(1907) referred to as “unauthenticated publication of his attempts, with the usual
distortion that everything gets in the papers” (p. 259). In addition to the already
mentioned newspaper reports, other headlines read: “Doctors Weigh a Soul”
(1907), “The Human Soul” (1907), “Pertaining to the Weight of the Soul” (1907),
“Plan to Weigh Souls” (1907), “Soul Weighs an Ounce” (1907), “The Weight of
the Soul” (1907).
While MacDougall’s article is generally discussed regarding the validity or
lack of validity of his claims, his work is also interesting in a broader historical
way.
MacDougall’s attempts to see if humans and animals lost weight at death may
be considered to be part of a variety of conceptual traditions. One of them is the
long history of ideas about the soul and subtle bodies, some of which have
some physicality (Mead, 1919; Poortman, 1954/1978). MacDougall believed in a
“soul substance” because, as he wrote: “It is unthinkable that personality and
consciousness continuing personal identity should exist, and have being, and yet
not occupy space. . . . The essential thing is that there must be a substance as the
basis of continuing personal identity and consciousness, for without space occupying substance, personality or a continuing conscious ego after bodily death is
unthinkable” (MacDougall, 1907b: 237–238).
Richard Hodgson was skeptical of the need for a material substance for mind
to exist. Hodgson added: “You may perhaps admit the possibility that there may
be a physical correlate of consciousness, which physical correlate may nevertheless consist not of what is known as gross ponderable matter, but of the ether.
It is thinkable that there should be some kind of ethereal body, and there is apparently a general consensus of opinion among physicists that the ether is imponderable” (MacDougall & Hodgson, 1907: 279). MacDougall restated his view that
“the container of the totality of the psychic functions, including consciousness
and personality, and still persisting after the death of our bodies, is much more
likely to be a material, organically linked with the body than the hypothetical,
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yet necessary ether-substance . . .” (MacDougall & Hodgson, 1907: 271). He
further said that the “soul substance” was different from the ether. In addition,
he wrote:
If we admitted your proposition that consciousness and personality might exist in a body of
ether, then we would still be fulfilling one of the principal parts of my thesis, because ether
is a space occupying body. . . . Going back to your theory of ether substance having
consciousness and personality for its content, while I cannot conceive, yet it may be that
there is a middle substance which is the soul substance, and which resembles the ether
in being non-gravitative and therefore not weighable, but which resembles ordinary matter
in being discontinuous or capable of existing in separate masses, which is a necessary
condition for the existence of individual consciousness or separate consciousness having
personal identity. . . . (pp. 271–272)

In addition to ideas of subtle bodies, MacDougall’s concepts were related to
the ether. This concept has a long tradition in physics theory (Cantor & Hodge,
1981), and one that permeated 19th-century physics. It was still current when
MacDougall and Hodgson were corresponding (Lodge, 1909). The concept
already had a history in writings about the spiritual world and psychic phenomena
(e.g., Jung-Stilling, 1808/1834), and of the idea of the spirit (e.g., Jamieson,
1884).
MacDougall’s work was also part of attempts to show that some aspect of
human beings survive death by an emphasis on observations of emanations from
the body at death, such as lights and spirit forms, a topic discussed in the past by
such authors as De Morgan (1863) and Bozzano (1934/1937). A small part of this
tradition includes the few attempts to take some form of instrumental measurements around the time of death (Baraduc, 1908; Watters, 1935). The concepts
developed by MacDougall could also be seen as part of the history of concepts of
force related to mesmerism, spiritualism and psychical research (Alvarado, 2006)
and to vitalism (Mayr, 1998: 8–16). The latter is represented in the following
statement that links the topic with the issue of weight: “If . . . ‘life’ is a form of
matter, the life must weigh something, and every living thing on the earth must
weigh more immediately before death than it does immediately after” (Hibbert,
1904: 17).
Another interesting area to consider is the reception of MacDougall’s work
when it first appeared. In one of the newspaper reports mentioned above it was
said: “Death’s mysterious freeing of the human soul has been solved with a pair
of scales . . .” (Soul Weight Puzzles, 1907).
There were many opinions about the work, as seen in “Plan to Weigh Souls”
(1907), in which one commentator remarked: “I can’t see how an ounce of matter
can get away from the body unless it has wings or feet.” This jestful attitude was
also expressed by Singleton Waters Davis in his book A Future Life? (1907), in
which he stated that “the report that the soul weighs only an ounce or two seems
to confirm common observation that many people, if they have any at all, have
very ‘small souls’!” (Davis, 1907: 158). Another person confessed that the report
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produced a “considerable shock to our sensibilities” (“The Weight of the Soul,”
1907: 647). It was also said that the loss of weight may be explained by air coming
out from the lungs (“Weighing Human Souls,” 1907).
In a quote reprinted from the magazine London Opinion, it was stated that
MacDougall claimed that the soul weighed around half an ounce, and that the
“intelligence of those who believed it weighs about half an ounce less” (“Imported
Jokes,” 1907). A writer in the Dallas Morning News said that MacDougall’s
opponents “have been weighing numerous beeves, porkers, dogs, etc, immediately before they were slaughtered and immediately afterward, and that all of
them weigh something more while alive” (“Pertaining to the Weight of the Soul,”
1907).
There were also interesting critiques, and debates, in the journals that published MacDougall’s paper. This was the case of American Medicine (Clarke,
1907a,b; MacDougall, 1907c,d, 1908; O’Malley, 1907, 1908) and the Journal of
the American Society for Psychical Research (Carrington, 1907a,b; MacDougall,
1907e). I will not discuss this material in great detail. In American Medicine
Austin O’Malley (1907), an ophthalmologist at St. Agnes’ Hospital in Philadelphia, wrote a critique entitled “Is the Vital Principle Ponderable?” in which he
questioned MacDougall’s assumption of the materiality of the soul. In his view:
“That Dr. MacDougall or I cannot explain the loss of weight he noticed when his
patient ceased to breathe means absolutely nothing more than that we are ignorant
in this case; but the loss of weight has no necessary connection whatever with the
soul’s departure” (O’Malley, 1907: 655). He also questioned the assumption that
there had to be a substance, a material and measurable principle. On the other
hand, Carrington (1907a) pointed out the several mysterious losses of weight in
other conditions, suggestion there was much mystery in MacDougall’s findings
(see also Carrington, 1908: chap. 13).
Representing the psychical researcher interested in the issue of survival of
bodily death, James H. Hyslop (1907) argued that MacDougall’s studies had no
direct bearing on the subject. He wrote as follows:
One might . . . contend that success in proving the loss of weight by death in some way not
ordinarily accountable by physical theories would not prove that the residuum was a soul.
It might be some vital energy, and the soul yet remain an imponderable form of substance.
It might even be that vital force, if such there be other than the orthodox chemical
theory of life, is also imponderable, and that the residuum of such experiments as
Dr. MacDougall’s would be some form of matter not yet known. All that successful
experiments would prove would be that there was some form of energy unaccounted for by
known agencies, and not necessarily that this residuum was the subject of consciousness.
(p. 259)

One writer from the San Francisco Call had some concerns about the callousness of the experiments. This anonymous journalist wrote: “Having sentenced the
patient to death without inconvenient delay they put him on one end of the scales
to weigh his soul as he gives up the ghost. . . . The dying man was so much
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material for research and nothing more. . . . But as of these doctors, it is doubtful
if they have an ounce of soul among . . . them” (“The Ponderable Soul,” 1907).
CARLOS S. ALVARADO
Division of Perceptual Studies
Department of Psychiatry and Neurobehavioral Sciences
University of Virginia Health System
210 10th St. NE, Suite 100
Charlottesville, VA 22902
csa3m@virginia.edu
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Thematic Analysis of Mediums’ Experiences
Recent investigations into mental mediumship have tended to use a proof-oriented
approach (e.g., Beischel & Schwartz, 2007; O’Keeffe & Wiseman, 2005;
Robertson & Roy, 2001) intended to demonstrate whether an explanation in terms
of discarnate survival is tenable. Consequently, there is a distinct shortage of
systematic qualitative studies that have explored the process and nature of mediumistic experiences. The relatively few studies that have gathered qualitative data
(e.g., Emmons & Emmons, 2003; Leonard, 2005), for example by interviewing
practising mediums, have been unsystematic in their design or have not adhered
rigorously to formal methods of qualitative analysis, particularly in reducing their
findings to quantitative summaries in the form of percentages. Thus, they have
been unable to provide any deep phenomenological insight into mediums’ lived
experiences, and only serve to highlight the need for a more in-depth exploration
of mediums’ own accounts of their path to becoming a medium and their
understanding of the mediumship process as they experience it.
It is against this backdrop that we welcome Rock, Beischel, and Schwartz’s
(2008) contribution to our understanding of the mediumship process. In reporting
on a thematic analysis of mediums’ experiences, Rock et al. should be praised
for recruiting practising mental mediums, for adhering to guidelines for good
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qualitative research (cf. Elliott et al., 1999), such as providing quotes to ground
their themes in participants’ accounts, and for conducting checks of the credibility
of their themes with participants.
Unfortunately, there are a number of shortcomings to the study design they
adopted, which severely constrain the validity of the claims they make concerning
their data. We should like to briefly outline those shortcomings here in the hope
that those interested in taking a qualitative approach might avoid those errors.
First, an important step in qualitative data collection is to ensure that participants feel empowered to give a full and candid account of their experience safe in
the knowledge that theirs is a privileged perspective relative to the researcher’s
and that their personal impressions rather than some abstract “right” or “wrong”
answers are of most interest. In order to fulfill this, interviews are often considered to be the most exemplary method of data collection as the researcher has the
opportunity to establish rapport with participants (cf. Kvale, 1996; Morse, 1994;
Smith, 1995; Willig, 2001). Unfortunately, by conducting their data collection
in the form of an email, which was essentially an Internet questionnaire survey,
Rock et al. have eschewed these important checks and balances and so they undermine their claim to validity for their data. It is acknowledged that other methods
of data collection are increasingly being used in qualitative research due to the
increase in Internet-mediated communication; for example, Mulveen and Hepworth (2006) explored individuals’ experiences of participating in a pro-anorexia
Internet site and Murray (2004) used semi-structured email interviews and email
discussion groups to investigate the embodiment of artificial limbs. However,
there is every possibility that participants in the Rock et al. study might have felt
encouraged to give “appropriate” responses given the heavy emphasis on “qualifying” as an “integrative research medium” by virtue of achieving certain targets,
including giving two email and two phone readings and in particular requiring
participants to have read Schwartz’s own book on mediumship, The Afterlife
Experiments. This seems to us very likely to impose upon the participants clear
definitions of what can and what cannot be considered legitimate in the context
of describing authentic mediumistic experiences and modus operandi. In this
respect, they could be regarded as anathema to qualitative approaches that have
their roots in phenomenological inquiry, which aims to gain insight into the
psychological and social world of the individuals of interest, and rightly values
participants as experts on their own life experiences (cf. Giorgi, 1995; Smith &
Osborn, 2003), unfettered by the researcher’s own beliefs or expectations.
Another advantage of direct interactions with participants is that it allows the
researcher to tailor the interview to reflect the participants’ values and emphases
(Smith, 1995)—it is common with semi-structured or unstructured interviews for
the interviewer to reorganise the set of questions, adding or removing elements in
response to the participants. This was not possible with Rock et al.’s favoured
method of data collection, which severely constrains the range of topics that the
participant could consider to be legitimate in that context.
In coming to the specific questions asked of participants in this study we
are disappointed to note that much of their analysis seems to be derived from
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straightforward answers to just one fairly direct question. With thematic analysis
it is more likely that valid themes will emerge if questions are framed in a nonleading, open manner, following a ‘funnelling’ format in which participants are
encouraged to share their beliefs, perceptions, and experiences with as little
prompting as possible before probing more specific queries (cf. Smith & Osborn,
2003). Furthermore, it is essential in qualitative research to include detailed
excerpts from participants’ accounts that allow the reader to appraise how the
themes have been developed and to allow the experiences of participants to be
represented in their own words. Although Rock et al. include original quotations
from participants, the majority are merely ‘sound-bites’ of one sentence or less,
which do not provide any context for the mediums’ experiences or allow the
reader to conceptualize their own interpretations.
Finally, our reading of Rock et al.’s reflections on the limitations of their study
design suggests to us that they have yet to fully embrace a qualitative approach
to their research questions. Issues of experimental control and validity of the
participants’ claims to mediumship are singularly unimportant within a qualitative
framework and would not be classed as limitations; rather, such a method promises to give an insight into the participants’ lived experiences by providing them
with an opportunity to articulate that perspective in their own words and on their
own terms. In this respect, it is disappointing that Rock et al. propose that future
research could use the Phenomenology of Consciousness Inventory to “quantify
the intensity and pattern of phenomenological elements experienced by a
medium,” which in our opinion, would serve to restrict mediums’ expression of
their experiences rather than give them a voice.
In summary, although we commend Rock et al.’s intention to address an omission in the mediumship literature by setting out to explore mediums’ experiences,
there are several methodological shortcomings that seem to restrict the informativeness of the findings. In our view, the study is disappointing in its ability to
resonate with the reader and does little to clarify or expand our understanding of
mediumship. It seems pertinent to address these issues in any future research with
mediums where the focus is on the phenomenology of their experiences.
ELIZABETH C. ROXBURGH
The University of Northampton
Elizabeth.Roxburgh@northampton.ac.uk
CHRIS A. ROE
The University of Northampton
Chris.Roe@northampton.ac.uk
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Is There Madness in Our Mediumship Methods?
A Response to Roxburgh and Roe
The comments formulated by Roxburgh and Roe (2009) seem to be leveling
two primary criticisms at Rock, Beischel, and Schwartz (2008): (1) Rock et al.’s
methodology compromises the validity of the data and (2) Rock et al. “have yet to
fully embrace a qualitative approach to their research questions.” Each of these
attempted criticisms will be discussed in turn.
Criticism 1: Validity of Findings
Roxburgh and Roe have attempted to identify various ostensible methodological limitations of the study by Rock et al. (2008), which they suggest “severely
constrain the validity of the claims they make concerning their data.” For example,
Roxburgh and Roe specifically lament the fact that Rock et al. did not collect data
using face-to-face interviews. This lamentation seems somewhat redundant in
light of the fact that Rock et al. have already discussed this methodological
issue in the original peer-reviewed work. Nevertheless, the important concern
is whether the method of data collection used by Rock et al. compromised the

352

Letters to the Editor

validity1 of their findings. Ultimately, whether the comprehensive constituent
themes Rock et al. identified are valid can only be determined by the Integrative
Research Mediums (IRMs) who provided the data that were thematically analyzed during the study. In this context, it is noteworthy that in Step 6 of Rock
et al.’s thematic analysis, “Each of the participants [i.e., mediums] were contacted
via email and invited to provide feedback and verification with regards to the
comprehensive constituent themes” (p. 185). In the “Results and Discussion”
section of the original peer-reviewed paper, Rock et al. reported that,
All IRMs stated that the comprehensive constituent themes captured the essential aspects
of communication with a discarnate. For example, one IRM remarked: “Perfect! This is
how I feel about your Comprehensive Constituent Themes. I like how you listed each and
then described what you meant. Great job!” Similarly, another IRM stated, “I verify the
seven comprehensive themes that you have listed. I believe you have covered the most
common ways a medium experiences communication with a discarnate. (p. 188)

Indeed, it is noteworthy that Roxburgh and Roe concede that, “Rock et al. should
be praised for . . . conducting checks of the credibility of their themes with
participants.”
It is, of course, arguable that the IRMs simply verified the themes that Rock
et al. identified because, as Roxburgh and Roe suggest:
. . . there is every possibility that participants in the Rock et al. study might have felt
encouraged to give “appropriate” responses given the heavy emphasis on “qualifying” as
an “integrative research medium” by virtue of achieving certain targets, including giving
two email and two phone readings and in particular requiring participants to have read
Schwartz’s own book on mediumship, The Afterlife Experiments.

However, it is noteworthy that while Step 1 of the screening procedure used by
Rock et al. invites the claimant mediums to provide information regarding their
phenomenology concerning ostensible communication with discarnates, no
aspect of the screening procedure imposes phenomenological criteria that a
claimant medium must satisfy to qualify as an IRM. That is to say, there are no
“appropriate” phenomenological responses that the individual may provide
during the screening process.
It might be noted here that Roxburgh’s own research (2007, 2008) involves
medium participants who are members of the Spiritualists’ National Union (SNU)
and, thus, are ostensibly very likely to frame their experiences of mediumship in
any phenomenological investigations within the context of the education, training,
and religious belief system prevalent within the SNU culture. It is also possible
that participants in Roxburgh’s research would feel “encouraged to give ‘appropriate’ responses given the heavy emphasis” on training and qualifying as an
accredited SNU medium.
Additionally, the participants in the Rock et al. study had rather obviously
completed the Step 1 questionnaire prior to embarking on any of the other screening steps: the Step 5 test readings and the Step 6 reading of The Afterlife Experi2
ments mentioned by Roxburgh and Roe, or the Step 3 and Step 4 interviews in
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which the claimant mediums are asked about some very specific aspects of their
experiences (e.g., Can you tell when communicators switch?). Thus, the participants provided the phenomenological data prior to any of the latter steps that
could have “primed” them regarding “appropriate” experiences.
Regardless, Step 5, which included the two blinded email and phone readings,
was solely concerned with the veridicality of the claimant mediums’ statements as
judged by the absent sitter; it did not address the claimant medium’s experiences
during the readings. Furthermore, Schwartz’s (2002) The Afterlife Experiments
text does not consider the phenomenology of mediumship; it also was primarily
concerned with the veridicality of mediums’ information. Thus, it seems reasonable to assert that the content of this text did not function as a demand characteristic that “shaped” claimant mediums’ phenomenological responses in the Rock
et al. study if, in fact, a claimant medium had read the book prior to beginning
screening.
Roxburgh and Roe also state:
an important step in qualitative data collection is to ensure that participants feel empowered
to give a full and candid account of their experience safe in the knowledge that theirs is a
privileged perspective relative to the researcher’s and that their personal impressions rather
than some abstract “right” or “wrong” answers are of most interest.

During the participant consenting process and prior to beginning the screening
steps, the mediums in Rock et al.’s study read a document describing “the
opportunities, responsibilities, and requirements for 1) the mediums and 2) the
researchers involved in integrative mediumship research.” That document stated:
The focus of the Laboratory is on integrative research designed to be scientifically comprehensive while honoring spiritual integrity. Being scientifically comprehensive refers
to examining various philosophies and approaches to mediumship; that is, comparing the
similarities and differences of different mediums’ explanations, opinions, and techniques in
a scientific manner. Honoring spiritual integrity involves doing so in a fair, ethical, honest,
responsible, and compassionate manner.

Thus, the participants had been specifically notified that their unique perspectives
were valued; this created an environment in which they were ostensibly
“empowered to give a full and candid account of their experience” throughout
the screening process. Additionally, we contend that the “anonymous” situation
of participants responding by themselves to a questionnaire item might, in fact,
elicit a more “full and candid account of their experience” than face-to-face interviews with an investigator who might appear to the participants to embody the
role of an imposing and critical scientist.
Roxburgh and Roe list one advantage of face-to-face data collection as
allowing
the researcher to tailor the interview to reflect the participants’ values and emphases. . . .
This was not possible with Rock et al.’s favoured method of data collection, which
severely constrains the range of topics that the participant could consider to be legitimate
in that context.
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This suggested steering of the interview by the researcher is arguably no more or
less advantageous than Rock et al.’s use of a standard set of questions. The use of
the consistent question set across participants controls for response variance and
encourages greater consensus among the data. Variability between responses
makes analysis difficult as it only highlights differences in experiences. In that
respect, “constrain[ing] the range of topics” discussed by the participants may be
viewed as an advantage. This may, of course, be regarded as anathema by qualitative researchers who subscribe to a “purist” position. However, researchers
who acknowledge that the qualitative-quantitative dichotomy is spurious (e.g.,
Crawford et al., 2002; Foss & Ellefsen, 2002; Risjord et al., 2002) also understand
that, as Allen-Meares and Lane (1990) argue, one “must view data collection
techniques and methods as not irrevocably linked to one paradigm or the other”
(p. 458). In addition, the aim of the study was to elucidate the mediums’ specific
sensory experiences versus their entire lived experiences, and so a limited
question set was necessary.
Roxburgh and Roe also state that
Although Rock et al. include original quotations from participants, the majority are merely
“sound-bites” of one sentence or less, which do not provide any context for the mediums’
experiences or allow the reader to conceptualize their own interpretations.

The listed quotations from the IRMs were extracted significant statements
from the IRMs’ original protocols which, in turn, were used by Rock et al. to
formulate comprehensive constituent themes. The nature of the IRMs’ responses
was generally such that a succinct statement more appropriately captured the
fundamental essence of the theme than would more lengthy quotations from the
original protocols. Furthermore, it would be redundant—and indeed misleading—to include quotations that consisted of material other than extracted significant statements to illustrate comprehensive constituent themes. Moreover, it is our
view that Rock et al.’s commentaries serve the function of creating the context for
each extracted significant statement in terms of the comprehensive constituent
themes.
Criticism 2: Fully Embracing a Qualitative Approach
Roxburgh and Roe assert that Rock et al. “have yet to fully embrace a qualitative approach.” The tacit assumption underpinning this remark is arguably a purist
position whereby a qualitative-quantitative dichotomy is supported. However, the
qualitative-quantitative debate is currently characterized by the position that this
dichotomy is spurious, and that the two approaches can be reconciled (e.g.,
Abussabha & Woelfel, 2003; Baum, 1995; Bolden & Moscarola, 2000; BurkeJohnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Calderon et al., 2000; Caracelli & Greene, 1993;
Coyle & Williams, 2000; Howe, 1992; Malterud, 2001). If qualitative and quantitative approaches are reconcilable—and thus not mutually exclusive—then it
seems reasonable to suggest that the approaches may inform one another. In
this case, it may be edifying to invoke one approach to elucidate the limitations
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of another approach as Rock et al. have done when considering possible
methodological shortcomings of their study.
Roxburgh and Roe also expressed disappointment regarding Rock et al.’s
suggestion that future research might adopt a quantitative approach (i.e., the
Phenomenology of Consciousness Inventory or PCI). Interestingly, researchers
who argue that the qualitative-quantitative dichotomy is false advocate the notion
of choosing research methodology on a case-by-case or research project–by–
research project basis (Baum, 1995; Coll & Chapman, 2000). Consequently,
if one conducts a qualitative study, then one is not necessarily precluded from
suggesting a quantitative avenue for future research. Indeed, it is arguable that
future research methodologies should be determined by the research questions
or hypotheses that one wishes to address, not an ideological or fundamentalist
commitment to either qualitative or quantitative research as Roxburgh and Roe
have demonstrated in this instance. Pekala and Cardeña (2000) state “a full understanding of a phenomenon will require different perspectives and methodologies”
(p. 72). We, in fact, further addressed studying mediums’ experiences using
both quantitative (Rock & Beischel, 2008) and qualitative (Rock et al., in press)
methods in our subsequent studies “where the focus [was] on the phenomenology
of their experiences.” For example, in the quantitative study (Rock & Beischel,
2008), we used the PCI as we had suggested in Rock et al. (2008). The PCI has
been demonstrated to be a valid and reliable measure of phenomenology (Pekala,
1991; Pekala et al., 1986).
Roxburgh and Roe complete their comments by stating that “the study is
disappointing in its ability to resonate with the reader and does little to clarify or
expand our understanding of mediumship.” One might, of course, wonder on what
grounds Roxburgh and Roe feel qualified to determine what does, or does not,
resonate with all readers. In any event, the focus of the Rock et al. (2008) paper
and our other published scientific research manuscripts involves providing a discussion of the data collected; our intent is not to “resonate with the reader” but
to accurately portray our methods, data, and conclusions. In addition, it seems
improbable that any systematic peer-reviewed analysis of mediums’ descriptions
of their experiences would contribute little to the field’s understanding of mediumship. This is especially the case for Rock et al.’s study as it included an elite
population of mediums unique in their abilities to report accurate information
about the deceased. That is, Rock and colleagues were not concerned with the
experiences of claimant mediums, but rather were specifically investigating the
experiences of mediums whose abilities have been repeatedly demonstrated under
controlled conditions in a laboratory. In contrast, it is noteworthy that Roxburgh’s
(2007, 2008) own research is concerned with “self-classified spiritualist medi3
ums” whose purported mediumistic abilities have not been verified scientifically.
Rock et al.’s study, therefore, clearly “clarifies and expands our understanding” of
the experiences of scientifically verified mediums. To suggest otherwise is frankly
insulting to the authors as well as this Journal’s editors and reviewers and offers
no criticism of merit for informing future studies or manuscripts.
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Concluding Remarks
There is a paucity of information within the literature regarding scientifically
verified mediums and their experiences. The comprehensive constituent themes
identified by Rock et al. (2008) were independently verified by the very individuals who wrote the original protocols that were thematically analyzed. Clearly,
the authors of the original protocols are in the best position to comment on the
validity of Rock et al.’s findings. Furthermore, the chronology of the screening
steps as well as the investigators’ philosophy regarding the importance of each
medium’s experiences eliminated “priming” issues and removed any pressure
on the participants to provide “appropriate” responses. Finally, it is our view that
Roxburgh and Roe have adopted a purist position and, thus, failed to acknowledge
that, as Pekala and Cardeña (2000) assert, phenomenological inquiry may be
undertaken in different ways and no “laws” exist regarding which methods should
qualify.
ADAM J. ROCK
adam.rock@deakin.edu.au
JULIE BEISCHEL
beischel@windbridge.org
GARY E. SCHWARTZ
gschwart@email.arizona.edu
Notes
1

2

3

“Validity” is a term often used to describe the results of quantitative methodologies. The
term “credibility,” conversely, is normally used to describe the extent to which the results
of qualitative research resonate with the participants’ lived experiences (Patton, 2002).
For the purpose of this response, the term “validity” is used to maintain congruency with
Roxburgh and Roe.
It is important to note that this popular text is no longer used in the similar screening of
prospective research mediums that now takes place at the Windbridge Institute because it
was written a number of years prior to the development of the mediumship research
methods currently used. Instead, a lay-friendly description of the research methods now
used (Beischel, 2007/2008) is employed during Step 6 of the screening procedure.
It should be noted that Roxburgh’s participants “have won awards for mediumship
demonstration from the Spiritualist [sic] National Union (SNU)” (Roxburgh, 2007), a
non-scientific organization. The SNU Training and Awards or “T&A committee organises quality training and assessment for SNU members and issues awards to successful
candidates” (Spiritualists’ National Union, 2009). No specific description of the training
or assessment procedure is given.
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