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MICRO-PSYCHOKINESIS: EXCEPTIONAL OR UNIVERSAL?

By Mario Varvoglis and Peter A. Bancel

ABSTRACT: Most psychokinesis studies fall within either an elitist research tradition, involving 
exceptional participants and focusing on directly perceptible, macro-PK effects; or a universalist 
approach, exploring subtle micro-PK effects through massive data collection from unselected 
participants. However, Helmut Schmidt’s highly significant body of micro-PK research was mostly 
elitist, involving intensive work with small numbers of selected individuals. We contrast his approach 
to that of the PEAR laboratory, with nearly 100 unselected participants and a highly standardized 
protocol. Although PEAR’s 12-year benchmark study did produce significant cumulative results, 
a carefully designed replication, involving three laboratories, was nonsignificant. We argue that 
this apparent failure to replicate was due to the erroneous assumption that the original PEAR data 
were homogeneous across participants, when in fact they were dominated by two extreme outliers 
who contributed nearly a quarter of the total data. By ignoring this, the replication employed an 
overestimation of the effect size for the original study and underestimated the power needed 
to replicate. We conclude that research generally supports the view that micro-PK is not widely 
distributed, but exceptional, and that it is unproductive to attempt to tease extremely weak effects out 
of unselected volunteers. Like Schmidt, investigators should focus on optimizing testing conditions 
and work intensely with selected participants.
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The term psychokinesis (PK) covers a wide spectrum of putative psi phenomena, ranging from 
metal bending, poltergeists, and table levitations, to distant influence on human physiology, animal 
activity, or plant growth. Psychokinesis also refers to situations where statistical deviations from chance 
in probabilistic systems, such as tumbling dice or coin-tosses, are observed to correlate with participants’ 
wish or intention for a particular outcome. PK studies on probabilistic systems were carried out in various 
laboratories during the 1940s and 1950s, typically employing mechanical devices with tumbling dice or 
coin tosses. In the early 1970s hardware random number generators (RNGs) began to replace mechanical 
systems and quickly became widespread in parapsychology, first as self-standing units and later in computer 
controlled configurations. Compared to the earlier mechanical systems, RNGs greatly simplified the testing 
process and thus attracted a wide range of researchers who began exploring a spectrum of hypotheses and 
variables potentially associated with PK. 

Effects reported in association with RNGs are generally qualified as micro-psychokinetic, 
suggesting a distinction between large-scale or directly perceptible PK and extremely subtle effects that can 
be inferred only through statistical methods. It is unclear whether the term should apply to all probabilistic 
systems, even when clearly macroscopic; nor is it certain whether the distinction between macro- and 
micro-PK points to fundamental differences or merely operational ones. Nevertheless, the fact is that this 
distinction tends to introduce a split in research strategies—in particular, with respect to the presumed 
agent or source of the effect. Historically, researchers interested in macro-PK have largely employed an 
elitist approach, seeking out either exceptional individuals who might produce PK in the laboratory, or 
exceptional circumstances, as in the case of field research on poltergeists. By contrast, insofar as it seems 
plausible that weaker PK effects may be more widespread or smoothly distributed in the general population, 
micro-PK research seems far more amenable to a universalist approach, employing massive data collection 
from a large number of unselected participants. 

The issue we would like to examine here is whether the experimental literature indeed points to 
the idea that a weak form of micro-PK skill is distributed throughout the population at a detectable level, 
thus justifying a universalist research strategy, or whether it suggests instead a highly acentric distribution, 
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Helmut Schmidt is rightfully considered the “father” of micro-PK RNG research: He was the first 
to introduce a practical hardware RNG for psi studies, was a highly prolific investigator over the course 
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For my own experiments, I found it inefficient to gather data from a very large number of people, 
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research produced over the years can be considered free of publication bias and file-drawer problems.
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The replication’s validity depended on two assumptions. The first assumption is that the original 
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6.5. This difference is significant at the 5-sigma level. Indeed, if we exclude these two outliers, and focus 
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nonsignificant consortium replication (see Appendix). 
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participants should be a straightforward matter given sufficient data? Insofar as the PEAR and consortium 
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free from any file drawer problem, the cumulative PEAR/Consortium results might justify pursuing an 
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in the data. However, our analysis shows that studies would need to be significantly larger than those of 
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“anybody can do it”—at least from a pragmatic viewpoint—and points to the benefits of participant selection. 
From this perspective, the PEAR/Consortium studies, in which we can trace an overall significant effect 
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Of course, participant selection alone is hardly sufficient. The testing conditions, the meaningfulness 
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conditions to the participant (rather than rigidly imposing compliance to a predefined protocol). In this 
D-/@5;@7)>@)>A)H-6@.)65D-I/>b>/I)2)62@.56)AC?A@2/@>23)?-<9)-J)G6-D5AA^-6>5/@5<)65A526D.7)?9)2)?6-2<)AG5D@6C4)
-J)>/=5A@>I2@-6A7)5;G3-6>/I)J2D@-6A)@.2@)5/.2/D5)4>D6-^1h)G56J-642/D5oA-45H.2@)>/)@.5)H29)@.2@)m/->A5)
65<CD@>-/n) G6-D5<C65A) A554) @-) 5/.2/D5) !*1) G56J-642/D50) $.>A) 65A526D.) .2A) ?55/) 24G39) <-DC45/@5<)
53A5H.565)TA55)F>AAC626AA-/7)N``L])d26=-I3>A)p)B2/D537)KQNPU])A-45)-J)@.5)4-65)G6-4>A>/I)-G@>4>b2@>-/)
J2D@-6A)>/D3C<5)2)G2AA>=5^=-3>@>-/)A5@7)I-23^-6>5/@5<)=>AC23>b2@>-/)@5D./>lC5A7)2/<)45<>@2@>-/)G62D@>D50

'/9)<>ADCAA>-/)-J)32?-62@-69)GA>)65A526D.)>A)>/D-4G35@5)H>@.-C@)2<<65AA>/I)@.5)>AAC5)-J)5;G56>45/@56)
GA>7)2A).2A)?55/)<>ADCAA5<)?9)2)/C4?56)-J)2C@.-6A)Th5//5<9)p)$2<<-/>-7)N`LX])123456)p)a>33267)KQNP])
126E567)KQN\U0)*-45)26IC5)A@6-/I39)@.2@)4-A@)GA>)65A526D.56A)H.-)-?@2>/)D-/A>A@5/@)65AC3@AoH.5@.56)J-6)
4>D6-^1h)-6)-@.56)5;G56>45/@23)G262<>I4Ao265)@.54A53=5A)I--<)GA>)G26@>D>G2/@A0)h5//5<9)2/<)$2<<-/>-)
TN`LXU)65426EV

$.5) D2A5) J-6) 5;G56>45/@56)1h) A554A)D352639)<62H/)H.5/)-/5) D-/A><56A) @.2@) 5;G56>45/@56A) 265)
@9G>D2339)4-65)4-@>=2@5<)@.2/)@.5>6)AC?Y5D@A)@-)2D.>5=5)I--<)65AC3@A7)@.2@)1h)/55<)/-@)>/=-3=5)2)
D-/AD>-CA)>/@5/@7)2/<)@.2@)4-A@)ACDD5AAJC3)1h)5;G56>45/@56A)265)@.54A53=5A)ACDD5AAJC3)1h)AC?Y5D@A0)
TG0)NLU

$.>A)>A)/-@)@-)ACII5A@)@.2@)5;G56>45/@56A)265)@.5)-/39)A-C6D5)-J)GA>)>/)@.5)32?])>@)A554A)652A-/2?35)@-)
2AAC45)@.2@)4>D6-^1h)5JJ5D@A)265)2AA-D>2@5<)H>@.)A@6-/I)G56J-6456Ao?5)@.59)G26@>D>G2/@A)-6)5;G56>45/@56Ao
>/) D-/YC/D@>-/)H>@.) J2=-62?35) @5A@>/I) D-/<>@>-/A0)BC@) @-) @.5) 5;@5/@) @.2@) 5;G56>45/@23) 65AC3@A) G-@5/@>2339)
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