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‘One on one raises two 

I read Professor Loftus’s ‘One on one’ responses with interest (October 2008). Two questions were raised 
for me. 

Firstly, how does she know that the people that she helps are falsely accused? My second question relates 
to Professor Loftus’s comments about evidence. For many years in memory research there has been a 
heavy bias towards focusing on false positive memory, while false negative memory (including traumatic 
amnesia) seems to get little attention from researchers. How can we get a balance of evidence when there 
is such an imbalance in the direction of the research? 

Ashley Conway 

Cavendish Health Centre, London 
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BPS – obsessed with false memory syndrome? 

The Savile story broke in October 2012. In The Psychologist, between May 2013 and 

March 2014 there were at least five glowing articles about three psychologists linked to 

false memory syndrome (FMS) groups – Beth Loftus, Gisli Gudjonsson (twice) and Chris 

French (twice). In the latest edition (April 2014) there are two more. On the back page 

there is a one-on-one with Stephen Ceci. The centrefold ‘Crudely erased adults’ and 

subtitled ‘Image from A.R.Hopwood’s False Memory Archive’ is essentially an advert for a 
piece of FMS publicity. 

There are two types of inaccurate memory – false positive (believing something has 

been experienced when it has not) and false negative (believing that something has not 

been experienced, when in fact it has). The FMS societies are only interested in false 
positives – they do not want to talk about false negatives. 

http://thepsychologist.bps.org.uk/volume-21/edition-12/letters
http://www.thepsychologist.org.uk/archive/archive_home.cfm?volumeID=27&editionID=287
http://www.thepsychologist.org.uk/archive/archive_home.cfm?volumeID=27&editionID=287


Let's be clear. The term false memory syndrome’ is not to be found in DSM-5, because it 

is not a diagnosis recognised by any professional body. It is a term invented by a 

pressure group. 

Dissociative amnesia, on the other hand, is defined in DSM-5 (‘An inability to recall 

important autobiographical information, usually of a traumatic or stressful nature…’), and 

inability to recall an important aspect of a traumatic event is one of the defining features 

of PTSD. Dissociative amnesia, unlike ‘false memory syndrome’, is recognised worldwide 

by the international professional community. Since October 2012 I cannot recall an 

article in The Psychologist about the real and relatively common phenomena of 

traumatic/dissociative amnesia, nor anything about the stress for victims of abuse, or 
how psychologists or courts might help this stress be managed and reduced.  

At the beginning of 2013 Frances Andrede, a mother in her forties, committed suicide 

mid-trial of the teacher who abused her decades earlier. This happened after she was 

accused by the defence barrister of being a liar and a fantasist. Her abuser was 

subsequently found guilty, and received a prison sentence. Within hours of this news 

breaking, the BPS decided to postpone its Ethics Committee investigation into members 

lending their names to inaccurate information about abuse on the British False Memory 
Society website. 

We like to think of researchers as being objective. Those with links to FMS groups 

generally restrict themselves to research on false positives. This is where the conflicts 

begin. They research one part of a problem, and ignore another. Then they sit on FMS 

advisory boards, and BPS committees, and may act as expert witnesses (generally for 

the defence in criminal prosecutions), and are given glowing reviews in The Psychologist. 
This does not seem like good practice. 

In contrasting FMS advocates with victims of abuse, a colleague put it succinctly to me: 

the former is a very small group with a very loud voice, whereas the latter is a very large 
group with a very quiet voice. 

To an outsider it might very reasonably appear that the BPS, as portrayed through The 

Psychologist, makes the situation worse. It appears to have something of an obsession 

with the invented condition ‘false memory syndrome’ and no interest at all in dissociative 

amnesia, or in understanding the psychological consequences for victims of abuse, or 

helping these individuals with the problems arising from the abuse that they have 
suffered. 

I believe that this bias puts psychologists in a very poor light, and balance from The 

Psychologist is long overdue. 

Ashley Conway PhD  

Pinner, Middlesex 

 

Jon Sutton, Editor of The Psychologist replies: Neither The Psychologist nor the British 

Psychological Society has links with the British False Memory Society. However, we see 

no issue with featuring the work of psychologists who are members of it; and some of 

our members will naturally also be members of the British False Memory Society. I am 

informed that the Ethics Committee meeting you refer to was cancelled due to 

unavailability of members and had to be rescheduled. We are and always have been very 

happy to receive submissions on the topic of dissociative amnesia or the consequences 

of abuse – see www.thepsychologist.org.uk/contribute. For example, last year we 

published an article on the effects of childhood abuse (featured on the November cover) 

and an interview with Kevin Browne on his international work with abused children 
(June). 

http://www.thepsychologist.org.uk/contribute
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Memory matters 

Jon Sutton reports from a talk at Goldsmiths, University of London 

If Professor Elizabeth Loftus had her way, the solemn oath taken before witnesses take 

the stand would be ‘Do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, or whatever it is you 
think you remember?’ So far, she said with a wry smile, it hasn’t caught on. 

Professor Loftus – who has been voted the most influential female psychologist of all 

time – was speaking at this special event presented by the Anomalistic Psychology 

Research Unit, Goldsmiths, and the Centre for Inquiry UK. Her wit and creativity shone 

through as she rattled through real-life stories, wrongful convictions and ingenious 
research that all illuminate the faulty nature of memory. 

Beginning with some classic cases of political figures reporting memories that can’t be 

true – such as Mitt Romney’s account of the Golden Jubilee that occurred nine months 

before he was born – Loftus showed that ‘all that Yale school or Harvard training doesn’t 

stop you having false memories’. And this has implications way beyond goofing 

politicians: DNA exoneration studies suggest that faulty memory is responsible for 
wrongful conviction in more than 75 per cent of cases. 

In case the assembled audience thought they were somehow immune to this, Loftus 

showed otherwise with a fascinating paradigm involving photos of faces. A post-event 

activity that induced us to pick a wrong person led to around half of the audience 

subsequently picking the wrong person in the test phase. ‘You’re wrong because I made 
you wrong,’ said Loftus, ‘right here in the middle of a lecture on false memory’. 

But that’s somewhat artificial, say the critics (and Loftus says she has had a fair few, 

who do not like the message of her research). OK, says Loftus, what about our new 

study looking at military personnel taking part in a mock prisoner phase of survival 

school training? Here, the provision of misinformation following four days of evasion and 

half an hour of interrogation led even highly trained soliders to make false IDs with high 
confidence. 

Loftus admitted to ‘nagging concerns’ around the ethics of such findings. ‘Aren’t we 

putting a recipe out there that could help bad people do bad things?’ On balance, she 

and her collaborators feel that it’s best to get the research out there in the hope that 

awareness could lead to ways to overcome the problem. And there is a lot to counter: 

Loftus’ research has shown that false memories can be induced in a variety of ways, 

including the use of imagination, dream interpretation, hypnosis, the provision of false 
information or doctored photos, and even simple exposure to other people’s memories. 

It’s a research journey that has taken some tremendous turns. I love how the way the 

‘lost in the mall’ analogue – convincing participants that they got lost in the shopping 

mall as a child – evolved in response to the repeated insistence of reviewers that ‘maybe 



that really happened’. When that accusation was even levelled at a study that persuaded 

people that they had been licked by Pluto at Disneyland – ‘disturbingly and persistently’ 

– Loftus and her team simply switched to Bugs Bunny, a Warner Brothers character! 

Loftus had provided ample demonstration of the repercussions of false memories, in 

accounts of repressed memory accusations. (‘There is no credible scientific support for 

the notion that memories can be massively suppressed in this way’, she concluded). But 

what about positive effects? If psychologists can convince adults that they got sick 

eating a particular food as a child, could this technique be used to help people avoid 

fattening foods? Yes, and others have now found that this effect lasts, and affects actual 
eating behaviour. Welcome to the mental diet! 

Can these false memories be distinguished from true ones? Not by rated emotion, and 

neuroimaging reveals only small differences, with true memories showing more activity 

in the visual cortex and false memories showing more in the auditory. But, said 

Loftus, ‘we are a long long way from taking a memory, examining it in the brain scanner 

and saying whether it is true or not.’ Memory is malleable, concluded Loftus, and if there 

was one take-home message from her life’s research it was this: ‘Just because memory 

is expressed with confidence, detail and emotion, doesn’t mean it’s true.’ 

After the talk, I had the pleasure of sitting next to Professor Loftus at dinner. I very 

much enjoyed our chat about a potential revolution in memory, as wearable devices and 

large, cheap storage bring ‘memory prosthetics’ to the masses. If we all have ‘personal 

CCTV’, like the dashboard cam footage of the Russian meteor strike, do our own memory 

failings become less of an issue? The professor quickly reminded me that such footage 

could be doctored, potentially leading to an arms race for the truth. One thing seems 

undeniable: whatever the future brings for memory research and practice, Professor 

Loftus will be at the forefront of it for many years to come.   
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Looking Back: Psychologists in the witness box 
Graham M. Davies and Gisli H. Gudjonsson run through a brief history  

The provision of expert testimony by psychologists in legal proceedings can be traced back to 
the very beginnings of experimental psychology and its founder Wilhelm Wundt and his students. 
In 1896 Baron Albert von Schrenck-Notzing (1862–1929), a German psychiatrist who had trained 
with Wundt, gave evidence in a sensational trial involving the murder of three women. Drawing 
on his research on suggestion, the Baron argued that the witnesses could be suffering from what 
he termed ‘retroactive memory falsification’: confusing the vivid accounts they had read in the 
newspapers with what they had actually seen (Bartol & Bartol, 1987). For the first time, but 
certainly not the last, the court rejected his evidence and found the defendant guilty. 
Subsequently, Schrenck-Notzing abandoned expert testimony for psychical research, although 
the phenomenon to which he drew attention is well-known to today’s forensic psychologists as 
‘post-event misinformation’ (Loftus, 2005). 

Another of Wundt’s pupils, the American James M. Cattell (1860–1944) was among the first to 
demonstrate the unreliability of memory for events from the recent past and the tenuous link 
between witness confidence and accuracy (Cattell, 1895). Cattell’s findings excited the interest of 
the French psychologist Alfred Binet (1857–1911) who conducted a series of systematic 
investigations into suggestibility in children, which he summarised in his monograph La 
Suggestibilité (1900). Binet demonstrated the impact of leading questions on children’s 
responding and was the first to distinguish between false answers based purely on social 
pressures and cognitive changes in children’s underlying memory. Although qualified as a 
lawyer, Binet was never permitted to testify in the French courts. By contrast, the Belgian 
psychologist, Julien Varendonck (1879–1924), testified on the findings of his own research on 
children’s suggestibility in a murder trial in 1911, where children’s evidence was critical to the 
prosecution case.  

In contrast to Binet’s nuanced approach, Varendonck’s research confounded social and cognitive 
suggestibility, but it contributed to the defendant being found not guilty (Davies, 2003). Germany, 
too, embraced the new Psychologie der Aussage (the psychology of verbal reports) led by 
William Stern (1871–1938), who started the first scientific journal devoted to testimony research 
(Lamiell, 2010). 
A close working relationship between psychology and the law exists in Germany: since 1955, the 
Supreme Court has required psychologists to conduct a preliminary assessment of all child 
abuse complainants in contested cases, including an analysis of the content of their testimony – 
‘statement validity assessment’ – and to give evidence on their findings to the court (Vrij, 2008). 

In the United States, another of Wundt’s protégés, Hugo Münsterberg (1863–1916), wrote the 
first book published in English on psychology and law, entitled On the Witness Stand 
(Münsterberg, 1908). Apart from eyewitness accuracy, the book discussed the role of psychology 
in the detection  of deception; false confessions; the impact of leading questions in court and the 
development of effective interviewing procedures for witnesses. The book was a popular 

http://www.thepsychologist.org.uk/archive/archive_home.cfm?volumeID=26&editionID=227
http://www.thepsychologist.org.uk/archive/archive_home.cfm?volumeID=26&editionID=227
http://thepsychologist.bps.org.uk/volume-26/edition-7/looking-back-psychologists-witness-box


success, but its bombastic tone alienated lawyers (dismissed as ‘obdurate’). Münsterberg ’s own 
attempts to give expert testimony in the American courts were unsuccessful, and with his death 
much of the research interest in psychology and law in the USA died with him (Hale, 1980). 

Interest only revived when cognitive psychology became the dominant paradigm in the 1970s, 
with its emphasis upon a greater engagement with ‘real-world’ issues. Research such as that 
conducted by Elizabeth Loftus and Robert Buckhout (1935–1990) highlighted again the 
vulnerabilities of witness testimony and this time, some US courts were prepared to listen 
(Loftus. 1986). Psychologists began to testify for the defence in high-profile cases that hinged on 
disputed identifications or witness testimony, though the degree to which it was legitimate to 
extrapolate from laboratory findings to the realities of criminal investigations remained 
controversial (Elliot, 1993; McCloskey & Egeth, 1983). 

In the 1990s the dispute between psychologists over the status of ‘recovered memories’ spilled 
over from the lecture theatre into the courtroom, leading to ‘battles of experts’. In the Franklin 
murder trial in 1990, Loftus for the defence faced psychiatrist Lenore Terr for the prosecution. 
The prosecution’s case was that Franklin’s daughter had witnessed her father murdering a 
school friend nearly 30 years previously, but had only recently recovered the memory. Terr 
argued that such recovered memories were commonplace in therapeutic work, while Loftus 
argued that old memories become less, rather than more reliable over time and that there was no 
scientific evidence to support the concept of repressed memories. The jury found Franklin guilty, 
but the verdict was later reversed on appeal (MacLean, 1993).  For many years, the opportunities 
for British psychologists to testify as experts in court were constrained by the legal rule that only 
medically qualified persons could testify on matters to do with the mental functioning of witnesses 
or defendants. In reality, the findings of clinical and educational psychologists were regularly 
incorporated into expert medical reports, but psychologists were not permitted to give evidence in 
their own right (Gudjonsson & Haward, 1998). A campaign to recognise the status of 
psychologists in law, led by Lionel R.C. Haward (1920–1998), was eventually successful, on the 
grounds that the exclusion of psychologists testifying about their own findings violated the 
hearsay and ‘Best Evidence’ rules (Haward, 1965). Haward went on to regularly testify in a range 
of high-profile cases, including that of the multiple murderer Donald Neilson (1976) and 
the Oz obscenity trials (1971). 

In the Confait case in 1972 the English legal system had been shaken by a miscarriage of justice 
based on false confessions, another topic originally highlighted by Münsterberg. This case led to 
the setting up of the Royal Commission on Criminal Procedure and the introduction in 1986 of 
the Police and Criminal Evidence Act, which resulted in mandatory electronic recording of police 
interviews and the use of ‘appropriate adults’ for juveniles and mentally vulnerable suspects. 
Following further miscarriages of justice, notably the Guildford Four and the Birmingham Six, the 
Royal Commission on Criminal Justice was set up in 1991. A number of research projects were 
commissioned, including one investigating the psychological vulnerabilities of persons detained 
for police interviews (Gudjonsson, 2003). Expert psychological evidence relating to confession 
evidence was first accepted in the Court of Appeal in 1991, and since that time it has been 
accepted and influential in a number of other high-profile appeal cases, with the main reason for 
overturning the conviction being evidence of psychological vulnerabilities (Gudjonsson, 2010). 

Expert psychological and psychiatric evidence is more readily admitted in the UK courts than the 
US courts, and the focus in the UK is on fairness and reliability, rather than voluntariness and 
coercion (Gudjonsson, 2012). Importantly, a detailed analysis of real-life cases, including DNA 
exonerations, has furthered the scientific understanding of the key pathways into false 
confession and wrongful convictions and the kinds of remedies that are needed internationally 
(Gudjonsson, 2012). The remedies recommended include improved police interview training, 
mandatory electronic recording of all suspect interviews, and improved identification of 
psychological vulnerabilities and safeguards. 

A survey among British psychologists (Gudjonsson, 2008) illustrated the wide variety of topics on 
which psychologists prepared reports for the criminal and civil courts, including personal injury, 



child custody disputes, fitness to plead and stand trial, disputed confessions, reliability of witness 
statements, and recommendations about disposal (including treatment). In civil cases, the great 
majority of cases were settled out of court, whereas in criminal cases, tribunals and family 
proceedings often required the psychologist to give oral evidence. The UK courts called upon a 
variety of different specialisms within psychology, including forensic, educational and 
occupational psychologists, but clinical psychologists formed the largest single group of expert 
witnesses. 

In conclusion, expert testimony by psychologists in court has come a long way since the days of 
Schrenck-Notzing. However, many of the same issues that preoccupied the pioneers still persist. 
Tensions continue between lawyers and psychologists as to what is ‘specialist knowledge’ and 
what is ‘common sense’, for which no expert input is required. Recently, the English courts, 
unlike the USA, have reaffirmed their general opposition to the admission of expert testimony on 
eyewitness matters, on the grounds that the vagaries of memory are something familiar to all 
jurors (see R v. Anderson [2012] EWCA Crim 1785). 

It is up to the new generation of forensic researchers to produce more robust and reliable 
findings which demonstrates the value of their science to law and justice. 

Graham M. Davies is at the School of Psychology, University of Leicester gmd@le.ac.uk 
Gisli H. Gudjonsson is at the Institute of Psychiatry, London  
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Interview: A thirst to learn the truth 
Jon Sutton talks to Gisli Gudjonsson CBE  

As a young detective with the Reykjavik Criminal Investigation Department, you once 
spent two days sifting through a rubbish dump looking for a murder weapon to verify a 
confession. Has your search for the truth been a lifelong quest?  
Yes, it certainly has and it continues to be so. My work with the Reykjavik Criminal Investigation 
Department was the inspiration that laid the foundation for my interest in forensic psychology and 
false confessions. It is fortunate that I had this unique experience and I’ve have been able to 
utilise it throughout my career as a forensic psychologist.  

You moved to the UK, learnt English and went on to become a Professor of Forensic 
Psychology and the world expert on false confessions. But when you started in the area, 
did people doubt that such a thing even existed?  
When I started researching false confessions in the early 1980s there was great scepticism 
among psychologists, psychiatrists and lawyers that false confessions occurred with sufficient 
frequency to merit attention. It was a struggle to persuade the judiciary that false confessions do 
occur. I worked closely with a psychiatrist, Dr James MacKeith, and we soon learned that 
‘changing minds changes lives’.  
We began to educate colleagues and the legal profession about psychological vulnerabilities and 
the risk of false confession, whether elicited by police or offered voluntarily. This educational 
component to our work laid the foundation for the release of the Guildford Four and Birmingham 
Six. 

You’ve worked on some of the highest profile cases – e.g. the Guildford Four, Birmingham 
Six, Barry George, Derek Bentley. But do you have any idea how prevalent false 
confessions are?  
It is difficult to provide specific rates, because this depends on so many different factors, 
including base rate of guilt of people interrogated, the age and education of the person 
interrogated, interrogative and legal practices, and cultural and regional variations. What we do 
know is that cases of false confession based on DNA exoneration are only the ‘tip of the iceberg’. 
False confessions are easier to elicit than people think. Since 2004 I have been working with 
colleagues at Reykjavik University conducting large epidemiological surveys among students in 
Iceland and other countries in Europe. We’ve now collected data on over 70,000 young persons 
and their experience with police. This research shows that the base rate of guilt varies greatly 
across different countries with the highest rate being in Iceland, about 67 per cent, and 
substantially lower in other countries in Europe, about 44 per cent. In addition young people, 
those still in mandatory education, have less frequently been arrested and questioned by police 
than the older students, about 10 per cent versus 20 per cent, but their rate of reported false 
confession per interrogation is considerably higher, demonstrating the particular vulnerabilities 
during questioning among younger persons. 

http://www.thepsychologist.org.uk/archive/archive_home.cfm?volumeID=26&editionID=227
http://www.thepsychologist.org.uk/archive/archive_home.cfm?volumeID=26&editionID=227
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And it’s not just an issue for people with intellectual disabilities?  
No, it’s not just a question of learning disabilities; in fact most miscarriage of justice cases and 
our own research show that sometimes normal people give false confessions to crimes such as 
murder.  
You don’t have to be learning disabled or mentally disordered to give a false confession to police. 
Given the right circumstances, next time it could be you! So don’t be complacent about the risk of 
false confessions.  

Do you remember the first false confession you received yourself?  
Whilst working as a detective I inadvertently elicited a false confession from a man who accepted 
the allegation of a theft whilst having no real memory of committing the offence. Further 
investigation revealed that he was innocent but had accepted the allegation because he did not 
trust his own memory during police questioning. This case, and others I worked on in England 
with James MacKeith, led us to develop the concept of the memory distrust syndrome, which is 
now embedded in the scientific literature. Inadvertently eliciting a false confession and believing 
in its veracity at the time, was a real eye-opener and has made me aware of the dangers of 
taking the veracity of confessions for granted. It also demonstrated the power of belief. If you 
believe or are persuaded you have committed a crime of which you’re innocent, you may admit it 
without having any memory of it. This ‘false belief’ may last many months, or even years. 

Your work has led directly to numerous changes in police interviewing and the detention 
process – what changes are you most proud of?  
What has been most significant has been the change in attitudes among the British judiciary, 
police officers and colleagues, which was fundamental to all the other changes. The resistance 
and hostility  
I experienced in the 1980s is no longer apparent and was overcome by education and improved 
awareness. I am proud to have had the opportunity of being part of a criminal justice system that 
has responded to the need to review and improve practice. The Birgitte Tengs case I worked on 
in Norway in 1998 shows how other countries have also shown the capacity to make changes 
following a case of miscarriage of justice. 

Now that your work has had that impact, is it ‘case closed’, job done?  
No, there is much more work to be done. For example, our current research at an English police 
station shows that even with the increase in mental health staff at police stations following the 
Bradley recommendations for reform, vulnerable detainees are no better identified now and 
provided with an appropriate adult than they were when we conducted similar research over 20 
years ago. We need to find a way of translating knowledge into practice. This is fundamental to 
change. 

Presumably some countries have adopted your research more readily than others? When 
I think of the Reid technique of interrogation, which seems such a staple of TV cop 
dramas, it must be hard for the individuals who have been so immersed in that culture to 
change.  
In contrast to the PEACE model, which was developed in the early 1990s in England after 
collaborative work of police officers, psychologists, academics, lawyers, the ‘Reid technique’ 
encourages interviewers to use deception and psychological manipulation to break down 
resistance of suspects where the interrogator assumes them to be guilty. The problem is that 
interrogators are not as good as they think they are at detecting who is lying and who is telling 
the truth, and therefore often misclassify them as suspects. This increases the risk of false 
confession.  

The recent exoneration of Darrel Parker in Nebraska raises questions about the Reid technique. 
It was the author of the Reid technique, John Reid, who had in 1956 obtained the false 
confession from Mr Parker.  
Mr Parker was a college graduate with no criminal background, so they can’t blame his false 
confession on learning disability. 

The guilt-presumptive and confrontational processes inherent in the Reid technique should be 
replaced by the PEACE model or a similar noncoercive technique. Such a reform will be strongly 
resisted by American police authorities, because the Reid technique has a deep-rooted history 



and its prescriptive nature and apparent effectiveness in breaking down resistance make it 
attractive.  
Authorities in the United States have been less responsive than those in the UK in addressing 
issues associated with the negative aspects of deceptive police interview techniques and in 
actively doing something to reduce the likelihood of miscarriage of justice resulting from police-
induced false confession. 

As far as police interviewing is concerned, the main challenge for the future is to develop 
transparent and accountable interview techniques that maximise the number of noncoerced true 
confessions while minimising the rate of false confessions. 

Have other scientific advances, such as DNA evidence and CCTV footage, rendered 
confessions less important and therefore false confessions less of an issue?  
There have been over 300 DNA exonerations in the USA since the late 1980s and of those over 
20 per cent involve a false confession or a false plea, but in spite of these changes there appears 
to have been little appetite in the USA to address the issue of false confessions. This has been 
different in England. There have been few DNA exonerations in the UK, but DNA has been found 
to support my evidence. The Cardiff Three case is one example. The convictions of all three 
defendants were quashed by the Court of Appeal in 1992 on the basis of oppressive 
interviewing. In 2003 the real murderer, Jeffrey Gafoor, pleaded guilty to murder and was given a 
mandatory life sentence after being identified by DNA evidence. I have had other similar 
experiences. This has been rewarding. I am not aware of a case where my evidence of 
unreliability was later contradicted by DNA evidence. 

Unfortunately, DNA evidence is only available in a small number of cases and therefore in a 
great majority of cases does not overcome the issue of false confessions. The position regarding 
CCTV footage is less well known. Good DNA and CCTV evidence is likely to encourage 
suspects to give a genuine confession (i.e. increase the likelihood of confession) and in some 
case it will help to exonerate the wrongly convicted.      

You’ve actually saved lives, by stopping executions. You must be incredibly proud of that, 
but do you ever worry you have freed the guilty?  
What makes me the proudest is that I continue to feel the thirst to learn and improve my 
knowledge base and the quality of my work. Each case is a huge learning experience, indeed it 
is an opportunity to learn from our success  and failures, and combined with extensive research 
this has made me the expert I am in the area of confessions. The work on confessions focuses 
on the ‘reliability’ and safety of the confession, based on all the available relevant evidence, 
including the psychological evaluation. It is usually unwise to focus on guilt or innocence; this is 
an issue for the court, not for the expert witness. No, I don’t worry about freeing the guilty – my 
evidence only forms a part of the picture, and in some cases it is the most crucial evidence.  

Where is that thirst to learn taking you now?  
I’m very excited about the work we  have been doing, and are currently doing, into the 
vulnerabilities of people with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder. There is growing evidence 
that ADHD symptoms are related to offending, susceptibility to giving false confessions during 
police questioning, ineffective coping with the trial process, and disruptive behaviour in prison. I 
work closely with Dr Susan Young, who is the leading expert in the UK into ADHD and offending, 
and Professor Jon Fridrik Sigurdsson and other colleagues in Iceland. We are currently 
conducting two studies, one in Inverness and one in Iceland among prisoners, which should help 
in identifying the specific pathways of ADHD suffers into offending. 

‘Semi-retirement’ is going well then?!  
Semi-retirement has been busier than I had anticipated!  

I’d like to turn to expert witness work now. What distinguishes an ‘expert’ witness from an 
ordinary witness?  
The main difference between an ‘expert’ witness and an ordinary witness is that the former is 
allowed to give an opinion. Ordinary witnesses are only allowed to give factual evidence and 
have to keep their opinion to themselves. In addition, expert witnesses can, with the permission 



of the court, sit in court and listen to other witnesses give evidence prior to their own, including 
that of other expert witnesses and a defendant.  

So it’s quite a powerful, responsible position?  
It’s a privileged and a responsible position to be in and should be taken seriously. The duty is to 
the court, not to the client or the lawyer commissioning the report. At all times act with integrity.  

Who decides whether you are qualified to act as an expert witness?  
It is up to the judge to determine the relevance and the reliability of the expert’s proposed 
evidence. In England the reliability of a particular expert’s testimony is rarely challenged, but in 
countries like America there are more strident criteria used, referred to as a ‘Daubert’ analysis. 
The issue is not just the qualifications of the expert, but also the science and methodology 
behind his or her evidence. 

Do you find the process intimidating?  
Yes it is an intimidating experience. In the early days I often experienced a great deal of hostility 
from prosecutors and judges when testifying, but the courts are now more accepting of 
psychological evidence. With experience, testifying becomes less intimidating.    

Is there a danger of straying from your area of expertise? How do you guard against that? 
My practice has been to stay within my own area of expertise and competence, and when 
necessary seek advice and supervision. In the case of Barry George, I was the first psychologist 
to interview and test him. My assessment suggested that he might have neuropsychological 
problems, and I recommended a qualified neuropsychologist, Dr Susan Young, and a 
neuropsychiatrist, Professor Michael Kopelman. The three of us worked on the case as an 
effective team. I love working on cases with colleagues rather than on my own, it is much more 
fun and there is added strength in team work. During the first trial, Barry George suddenly lost his 
eyesight during legal arguments, and the three of us were asked by the trial judge to bring his 
sight back, otherwise the trial could not continue. We had two hours to achieve this and nothing 
seemed to work. Suddenly I asked Barry if he would mind my hypnotising him to restore his 
sight. He agreed and it worked! The trial could now commence. What a sense of relief. When 
working on cases you need to be really innovative and quick in your thinking. 

It’s not always easy to know what the latest evidence in an area of psychology is, or how 
reliable it might be. How do you ensure that evidence is good enough?  
Expert witnesses have to keep up to date with their field and expertise. They also have to ensure 
that they use the most appropriate and up-to-date psychological tests and do not interpret the 
findings in isolation to other relevant material. The internet has made it easier to keep up to date 
with the literature. 

Say it’s the day before you’re due to appear as an expert witness. What are your top tips?   
The top tip is to prepare well for your testimony. There is no substitute for good preparation. In 
addition, use each case as a learning experience and try to continually improve the quality of 
your work. Learn both from your successes and mistakes. If you discover an error in your report 
don’t cover it up. Declare it to the court at the beginning of your testimony. 

There are risks inherent in serving as an expert witness, and in some ways you’re putting 
your reputation and career on the line. So why do you do it?  
When testifying in court you are leaving yourself open to public scrutiny and any mistakes and 
criticisms can be very unpleasant. In the early years, I did sometimes ask myself ‘So why do it?’  
I saw it as an opportunity to make a real contribution to psychology and court proceedings. My 
ambition was to further the development of forensic psychology having been inspired during my 
clinical training by the late Professor Lionel Haward, the father of British forensic psychology. It 
has been challenging but enormously rewarding. It is an experience that I would not like to have 
missed.   

Nobody I have talked to about expert witness work seems to mention money! Is it 
lucrative, and is that a motivation?  
Money has never been the main issue for me. My court work has been combined with my clinical 



and academic work.  I don’t take on a case because it pays well. I take on a case when I think I 
can really make a contribution. 

Presumably now that the Society is no longer the regulator, there is an opportunity to 
shift the emphasis around expert witness work to that of support and CPD?  
In my experience it is not always easy, because some experts are very defensive about their 
reports and testimony, even when of poor quality. Court work is no place for arrogance or 
complacency. Our aim should be to provide the best-quality work possible and not to be so naive 
as to think that we know it all and need no feedback, guidance and supervision.    

The process is by its very nature adversarial, so how do you deal with the situation where 
you are, for example, openly criticising another psychologist?  
Any criticism of other expert witnesses should not be personal or disrespectful; it should only 
focus on the problems and limitations identified in the other expert’s testimony. 

How might you increase resilience in those undertaking expert witness work?  
Good training and knowledge base, practice and experience, learning from previous and current 
cases, and appropriate supervision are the key factors in improving resilience. 

Does expert witness work have the potential to reach all corners of the discipline, or will 
your area continue to dominate?  
I think that expert witness work will broaden to other areas of psychology beside clinical and 
forensic psychology. But these two areas will dominate, because they are fundamental to many 
pre-trial, trial and sentencing issues. Clinical training is the best foundation  
for forensic work, followed by specialised forensic training and experience. Lots of issues in court 
relate to mental health issues rather than offending per se. Clinical and forensic qualifications 
don’t make you a good expert witness. These are basic qualifications and specialised training 
courses, CPD and appropriate supervision are also essential.  
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Searching for superhuman 
Christopher C. French navigates the outer limits as he considers how psychologists should respond 

to extraordinary claims. And listen to our interview with Chris.  

How should a fair-minded rational person respond when confronted with claims of apparently 

superhuman abilities? Is it wise to simply reject any such claims that exceed your personal 

assessment of what is humanly possible? This article argues that it would be a mistake to do 

so without a proper consideration of the quality of evidence in their support. Although most 

such claims will not withstand proper critical scrutiny, a few will do so. Such cases highlight 

the responsibility that psychologists hold in terms of providing accurate information 

regarding the limits of human nature. 

No testimony is sufficient to establish a miracle unless that testimony be of such a kind that 

its falsehood would be more miraculous than the fact which it endeavours to establish. 

David Hume, Of Miracles, 1748  

 

What is the appropriate response to reports of superhuman powers? Back in 1748 the Scottish 

philosopher David Hume defined a miracle as an event that violates a law of nature, a 

definition that would include most, if not all, claims of superhuman powers. Hume went on to 

argue, however, that such testimony is, to all intents and purposes, never available. After all, 

the evidence that laws of nature are sometimes violated is, to say the least, thin on the ground. 

Most scientists would probably argue that it is nonexistent. In contrast, the evidence that 

people sometimes make mistakes or even deliberately deceive others is all around us. 

Therefore it is always more rational to assume that someone reporting a miracle, including 

the witnessing or even possession of superhuman powers, is either mistaken or lying. 

Although Hume’s argument is indeed powerful when applied to miracles defined as 

violations of laws of nature, it clearly begs a question: In the absence of a comprehensive and 

totally accurate understanding of such laws, how can we actually be sure that a law of nature 

has indeed been violated?  

As the other articles in this issue clearly demonstrate, many of the feats achieved by those at 

the high extreme end of the distribution of normal human abilities might well initially be 

viewed with considerable scepticism, they appear to be so mind-boggling. But these abilities 

can be demonstrated repeatedly under well-controlled conditions, and so we must accept that 

any such initial reaction of knee-jerk rejection is unjustified. 

http://www.thepsychologist.org.uk/archive/archive_home.cfm?volumeID=26&editionID=231
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Do extraordinary, innate talents exist? Howe et al. (1998) largely rejected the traditional view 

of innate talent, in particular finding little evidence for advance indications of domain-

specific talents. Instead, they drew attention to other factors such as, with few exceptions 

(e.g. savants), high levels of performance requiring long-term practice and training. It should 

be noted, however, that not all commentators on this target article accepted their conclusions, 

and we can point to seemingly contradictory case studies. For example, Luria’s (1968) classic 

The Mind of a Mnemonist documents the amazing memory feats of Solomon Shereshevsky, 

who lived from 1886 to 1958. Despite being of only average intelligence, Shereshevsky could 

memorise complex mathematical formulae, huge matrices of random numbers, or long poems 

in foreign languages in a matter of minutes. What is more, he could recall such information 

accurately several years later. His incredible memory appeared to be based largely upon 

exceptionally strong synaesthesia and not the result of deliberate practice with mnemonic 

techniques. 

Regardless of the status of innate talent, many stunning mental feats, such as those 

demonstrated by many competitors in the World Memory Championships, do appear to be 

the result of natural ability plus expertise gained through many years of practice. Take Ron 

‘Suki’ King’s achievement of simultaneously playing draughts against 385 opponents in 3 

hours and 44 minutes – and beating every single one of them! Whereas his opponents could 

ponder each move for some time, King could devote only about 35 seconds to each entire 

game (Myers, 2002). And would you believe that anyone could identify a piece of music 

merely by looking at the groove patterns on a vinyl record (younger readers please note: this 

was an ancient method for recording sounds)? Although it is hard to believe, Dr Arthur B. 

Lintgen possessed this very ability, as confirmed by none other than the arch-sceptic, James 

Randi (Carroll, 2003). The good doctor never pretended that his amazing ability was based 

upon anything other than his own vast knowledge of orchestral music from Beethoven 

onwards, combined with an ability to tell from the slight variations in texture such aspects as 

the duration and volume of a passage. This superpower is unlikely to form the basis of next 

summer’s Hollywood blockbuster but it is still the case that few people would bet on such an 

ability being possible. 

The lesson here is simple. Do not rely solely upon your initial boggle rating as an infallible 

guide when you hear about some amazing feat. Being properly sceptical demands suspending 

judgement until you have had the chance to assess the evidence in support of a claim. On rare 

occasions, the outcome may surprise you. 

Of course, the ghost of David Hume would be fully justified in pointing out that none of the 

examples given so far actually violate a law of nature (although the existence of Hume’s 

ghost may well do so). My point here is that it is not immediately obvious that these feats are 

actually within the bounds of human capability. The rest of this article deals with alleged 

superpowers that, upon closer inspection, turn out to be not so super after all. 

Non-superpowers  
Sometimes we fall into the trap of attributing superpowers to individuals when the truth is 

that virtually anyone who is reasonably healthy would be able to perform the feats in question 

without any special training. Most of us have just never tried. 

Perhaps the prime example of such an alleged ability is fire walking, the practice of walking 

on hot coals or cinders (Carroll, 2003; Leikind & McCarthy, 1991). This particular feat forms 

part of religious rituals in many parts of the world and has been embraced by members of the 



New Age movement as proof of the power of mind over matter. There is no doubt that the 

sight of someone calmly strolling across glowing embers with bare feet certainly looks 

impressive, and the embers are indeed extremely hot (typically between 1000° and 1200° F). 

Yet if the bed of hot coals has been properly prepared, this is something that anyone can do. 

The explanation lies purely in the physics of the situation. Different substances at the same 

temperature contain different amounts of heat energy and also differ in terms of heat 

conductivity. Think of a cake baking in an oven. If you open the oven door, you’ll feel a rush 

of warm air. If you quickly touch the cake to see if it is done, you will not get burned. But if 

your hand happens to make brief contact with the metal baking tin or oven rack, you will end 

up with a painful blister. The truth is that the air, the cake and the metal are all at the same 

temperature but they differ greatly in terms of the heat energy they can hold and their ability 

to conduct heat. Air can hold very little heat energy and is a poor conductor. Metal holds a lot 

of heat energy and is an excellent conductor. The glowing embers of a well-prepared fire 

walk do not contain as much heat energy as their red glow might lead us to believe. Provided 

that you walk across at a reasonable pace and you do not try to walk too far, your feet will not 

burn. There is no need to maintain the correct mental state by chanting a mantra such as ‘cool 

wet grass, cool wet grass’. In fact, a sceptical friend of mine once did a fire walk while 

chanting ‘burn in hell, burn in hell’! 

A word of warning before readers rush out to prepare their own fire walks. Accidents can and 

do happen, sometimes because the coals have not been properly prepared. Last year, 21 

people were treated for burns at a fire-walking event in California organised by motivational 

speaker, Tony Robbins. Some years ago, Professor Richard Wiseman collaborated with 

BBC1’s Tomorrow’s World programme to test the belief that successful fire walking is a 

paranormal phenomenon involving a protective ‘force field’ around the fire walker’s body. 

Three fire walkers holding this belief put their faith to the test by attempting to walk across 

the coals for longer than physics dictates should be humanly possible. They jumped off the 

coals after about 20 feet, suffering burns to the soles of their feet (much to the amusement of 

the commentators). 

Another example of a feat that strikes the casual observer as requiring extraordinary powers 

is one that is commonly featured in performances by stage hypnotists. The hypnotist will 

often give a susceptible volunteer the hypnotic suggestion that their body has become totally 

rigid. The volunteer’s rigid body is then suspended horizontally between two chairs and, just 

for good measure, the hypnotist may then sit or stand upon the still-rigid body. The fact is 

that when subjects are positioned in the correct way they can support a much heavier weight 

than most of us would naturally assume – no hypnosis required (Barber et al., 1974). 

It is often assumed that hypnosis can lead to superhuman levels of performance in a wide 

range of areas including improvements in memory, eyesight, strength and pain tolerance. In 

experimental studies, differences of this kind are typically only found when an inappropriate 

repeated-measures design has been employed (Wagstaff, 1999). The demand characteristics 

in such studies are pretty obvious: participants have a tendency to ‘hold back’ in the non-

hypnotic condition and then try harder after being put through the hypnotic induction 

procedure. In between-group studies, volunteers who have been through a hypnotic induction 

procedure typically do not outperform properly motivated control groups. 

Such findings are no doubt relevant when considering reports of amazing feats of strength or 

endurance in everyday life. There is only a limited amount of anecdotal evidence to support 



claims of superhuman strength (e.g. mothers lifting cars to rescue their children), but if such 

reports are accurate they may be another indication of extreme levels of performance in 

highly motivated individuals. Think of Bert Trautmann, goalkeeper for Manchester City, 

famously playing the final stages of the 1956 FA Cup Final with a broken neck. 

An impressive stunt demonstrating just what ordinary healthy adults can achieve without any 

special training was featured a few years ago in a wonderful documentary called Guru 

Busters, produced and directed by Robert Eagle. The programme followed the activities  

of the Indian Rationalists, a campaigning group of sceptics whose aim is to protect poor 

villagers from exploitation by the so-called ‘god-men’. The god-men perform apparently 

amazing stunts, such as walking through fire, hanging themselves on hooks, and materialising 

objects out of thin air in order to convince the villagers that they possess superhuman powers. 

Once convinced, sick villagers pay for worthless and ineffective ‘healing’ for their ailments. 

The Rationalists turn up during performances by the god-men, proclaiming that the stunts are 

based upon nothing more than trickery. They repeat the stunts themselves, explaining the 

techniques that lie behind them. In one memorable sequence, two volunteers pull a heavy 

jeep along by means of two ropes tied to the vehicle and to hooks threaded through the skin 

on their backs. 

So far we have considered amazing feats that only a few people could perform, followed by 

feats that in fact pretty much anyone could manage. Yet in both cases the ‘superpowers’ do 

involve what they appear to involve: you really could believe your own eyes. I will close will 

some examples of alleged superpowers that are not at all what they appear to be. 

You can’t always believe your own eyes  
There is no shortage of people around the world who claim to have miraculous powers and 

are eager to convince others of their claims. In general, such claimants fall into two broad 

categories: those who are deluding themselves (as well as others) and those who are simply 

deliberate con-artists. In the world of the psychic con-artists, these two categories are often 

referred to as ‘shut eyes’ and ‘open eyes’, respectively. In principle, there is a potential third 

category: those who genuinely possess superhuman abilities. However, given the general lack 

of individuals who appear to be able to demonstrate their superhuman powers reliably and 

repeatedly under well-controlled conditions, it seems quite likely that this may well be an 

empty set. 

It is worth mentioning one other category in this context, that of magicians (also known as 

conjurors, illusionists, mentalists, etc.). Magicians can be described as engaging in ‘honest 

deception’. As members of the audience, we know that what we are seeing is a trick that does 

not involve any true violations of the laws of nature even though we probably do not have the 

faintest idea how the effect is being achieved. We simply enjoy the surprising effects and the 

skill required to produce them. 

Whereas experimental psychologists get excited about, say, a perceptual bias that results in 

the misperception of the length of a line by a few percentage points, magicians can apparently 

make elephants and even skyscrapers disappear! It is surprising therefore that it is only 

relatively recently (with a few notable exceptions such as Jastrow and Binet; see Hyman, 

1989) that the psychology of magic has received the attention it deserves (see Kuhn et al., 

2008; Lamont & Wiseman, 1999; Macnick & Martinez-Conde, 2010). It would certainly 

appear that psychologists might learn something useful about attention, perception and 

memory by considering the techniques used by magicians. 



In particular, the theme of cognitive bias is key in magic and runs through anomalistic 

psychology in general. Although our cognitive systems perform amazing feats every second 

of our waking lives, we are also prone to systematic cognitive biases that can affect 

perception, memory and judgement. There is a large and growing body of research that such 

biases often lead individuals to believe that they have had a paranormal experience when in 

fact they have not (French, 1992; French & Wilson, 2007; French & Stone, in press). Perhaps 

the most pervasive cognitive bias is that of confirmation bias, the all-too-human tendency to 

favour evidence that supports beliefs that we already hold (Nickerson, 1998). 

People are very poor intuitive statisticians. In many everyday situations, we make decisions 

based upon probabilities but we are simply not very good at doing so. Our intuitions often 

lead us astray. One classic example of this is the so-called Birthday Problem: How many 

randomly selected people would you need to have gathered together to have a 50/50 chance 

that at least one pair shared the same birthday (ignoring year of birth)? The actual answer is 

only 23, a number that strikes most people as being far too low. In many situations, therefore, 

we might feel tempted to reject ‘mere coincidence’ as an explanation for an ostensibly 

paranormal event and prefer instead to believe that we have tapped into some mysterious 

psychic superpower. 

The same principle lies behind ‘precognitive dreams’: with over seven billion people on the 

planet, even if we only remember on average one dream each per night, that is a huge number 

of opportunities for the events in that dream to subsequently ‘come true’. It would be more 

spooky if that never happened! Or consider so-called ‘telephone telepathy’, where we think 

of a friend we haven’t heard from for ages, and at that precise moment they call us. Some 

claim this can be demonstrated under properly controlled conditions (e.g. Sheldrake & Smart, 

2003). Yet my students and I have consistently failed to replicate such effects. 

The same applies to an entire gamut of claimed superpowers – psychic healing, dowsing, 

psychokinetic metal-bending, divining the contents of sealed envelopes, levitation, bilocation 

(i.e. being in two places at once), inedia (i.e. surviving without eating), stigmata, serpent-

handling, prophecy, and thoughtography (i.e. the alleged ability to psychically produce 

images on film). If you would like to learn more about these and many other fascinating 

claims of superpowers, books by James Randi (e.g. 1982a, 1982b, 1987, 1990) and Joe 

Nickell (e.g. 1993, 2013) are a good place to start. Suffice it to say that neither of these 

veteran investigators has yet been convinced that they have witnessed a miracle. 

With great power…  
It is not unreasonable to adopt a sceptical stance when you hear claims of amazing abilities, 

provided that your stance is one of scepticism in the true sense of the word: adopting an 

attitude of open-minded doubt towards all unproven claims until you have had the 

opportunity to properly assess the evidence. It is not about dismissing claims simply because 

they exceed your personal ‘boggle threshold’. Very occasionally, amazing claims do turn out 

to be true – but more often than not, they don’t. 

We, as psychologists, to a certain extent define what is considered to be ‘human nature’ and 

therefore what is ‘beyond human nature’. This means that we carry great responsibility for 

informing the public about what is and is not ‘miraculous’ when examining claims of 

superhuman powers. All too often, even with respect to less controversial claims, we fail to 

adequately test alternative explanations for our findings, preferring instead to explain results 

in terms of our favoured hypothesis. It may surprise many psychologists to learn that 



parapsychologists are often much more rigorous in this respect, as they know that their 

sometimes controversial findings will be subjected to rigorous critical scrutiny. To apply 

Hume’s advice properly, we must have a clear understanding of the bounds of human nature. 

How else can we know when they have been violated? 

BOX TEXT 

The ‘mind readers’  
Psychic readers, whether they channel the spirits of the dead or tune in to vaguely defined 

‘psychic vibes’, can apparently tell strangers all kinds of personal information about 

themselves. Yet despite typically claiming to be at least 90 per cent accurate in their readings, 

the performance of psychics and mediums under properly controlled conditions falls woefully 

short of that (for a couple of recent examples, see French, 2009, 2012). Why the difference?  

The answer may be that these apparently impressive performances under less well-controlled 

conditions involve a mixture of cold reading and hot reading. Cold reading is a technique that 

you could use to convince complete strangers that you know all about them, a very useful 

skill to have if you want to pretend that you are psychic (Hyman, 1977; Roe & Roxburgh, 

2013; Rowland, 2002). The most basic type of cold reading depends upon the Barnum effect, 

named after the entertainer whose shows were said to have ‘something for everyone’. 

A typical Barnum profile consists of statements which, although they sound very perceptive, 

actually apply to just about everyone, e.g. ‘You have a lot of unused potential that you have 

not used to your advantage’ and ‘You have found it unwise to reveal too much of yourself to 

others’. Typically, when people are presented with profiles consisting entirely of Barnum 

statements, they are impressed by their accuracy. 

Of course, if the cold reader is directly interacting with the sitter, many more sources of 

information can be exploited. A skilled cold reader can tell a lot about a person by simply 

observing them and will vary the reading according to whether their sitter is old or young, 

male or female, upper class or working class, and so on. But it is a mistake to think that you 

can deduce lots of detailed and specific information about a person by picking up on subtle 

non-verbal communication cues – even if Sherlock Holmes and Derren Brown appear to be 

able to  

do so! The success of cold reading relies much more upon the clever use of language than the 

rather unreliable art of decoding such cues. For example, psychics ask a very large number of 

direct questions of their clients but do so in a subtle way that implies that they are just asking 

for confirmation of something they already know. 

It is important to point out that many, perhaps most, self-professed psychics are probably not 

deliberate con-artists and instead genuinely believe that they do possess a special psychic gift. 

Those who are sincere appear to be picking up on the same sources of information as the 

deliberate fraudster but in a rather less systematic way (and hence their readings are typically 

less impressive). Many psychic fraudsters are not content to rely upon the somewhat hit-and-

miss approach of cold reading and instead resort to hot reading – that is, doing their 

background research on their sitters before the reading even begins. Traditionally, such 

techniques have included surreptitiously going through the contents of a sitter’s handbag, 

using stooges to feedback information from members of the audience, or simply using 

Google, Facebook and Twitter. The challenge with hot reading is often to ensure the reader 

does not appear too accurate! Their credibility is enhanced by occasionally getting things 



wrong. After all, if the performance was just based upon trickery, they would get it 100 per 

cent right, wouldn’t they?  

 

Christopher C. French  
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Interview: An Anomalistic Psychologist 
Chris French tells Lance Workman about his journey into weird stuff  

 

You started out in neuropsychology, but over the years you’ve become well known for 

anomalistic psychology. Talk me through this transformation.  

My PhD, which was at Leicester University, used EEG to look at hemisphere differences, so 

it’s very much a neuropsychological background. Subsequently I’ve worked in a number of 

areas. I’ve done quite a lot of work with my wife Anne Richards on cognition and emotion 

but then developed this interest in the psychology of, for lack of a better phrase, ‘weird stuff’. 

Initially it started off pretty much as a hobby or side interest. I would do occasional lectures 

on it and these went down well with the students. Then I’d do occasional student projects 

looking at various aspects and it kind of grew from there. And now it is the main focus of my 

research. I used to have a bit of a dilemma about what I called myself because when people 
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asked me ‘what is your research interest’ and I would say ‘it’s the psychology of paranormal 

beliefs and ostensibly paranormal experiences’, which is a bit long-winded. So I took to using 

the term ‘anomalistic psychology’ – I didn’t come up with it but I think it best describes what 

I do. So now I say ‘I study anomalistic psychology’ and they say ‘What the hell is that?’  

Was there one key event or person that planted this seed of interest in anomalistic 

psychology?  
Absolutely, I used to be a believer in most of these kinds of claims. Then, when I was doing 

my PhD, I read a book called Parapsychology – Science or Magic? by James Alcock, a 

Canadian social psychologist. It dealt with all of the kinds of thing I was very much 

interested in – but from a sceptical perspective and offered explanations in non-paranormal 

terms. It made me realise there was a sceptical literature, but at that time it was quite hidden 

so it was difficult to track down. I started subscribing to sceptical magazines and got involved 

in sceptical conferences. It grew from there. 

I still occasionally come across the attitude ‘We all know it’s nonsense, so why do you study 

it?’ Well, there are various reasons. For example, most people believe in this stuff and a 

sizeable minority claim to have had direct experience of it. As psychologists, we need to 

explain this. Also the fact that there’s a multi-billion dollar industry built around it and that 

people base important decisions about health, relationships and financial investments on it 

means we can’t just ignore this area and pretend it’s not there. 

How can people come to believe astonishing things, like they have been contacted by 

aliens or have regressed to a past life?  
There’s a multitude of reasons for these beliefs. One of the good things about anomalistic 

psychology is that we can cherry pick from all of the other subdisciplines of psychology. So 

if we look at alien abduction, I think the main explanation is the development of false 

memories – then the whole psychology of false memories comes into play and lots of 

cognitive research underlies that. Also there’s lots of work on individual differences that 

shows different kinds of personality factors might be involved. There’s various kinds of 

neuropsychological explanations that might lead people to believe they may have been 

abducted by aliens. One of the most common explanations is sleep paralysis – they put that 

experience down to alien abduction as an explanation. 

In one of your articles you describe yourself as a ‘relatively moderate sceptic’. Can you 

unpack that for me?  
As a teenager I was interested in this kind of thing, and there was no sceptical literature out 

there so I pretty much believed it all. When I read Alcock’s book, it was my epiphany, and I 

became an extreme sceptic. I had the attitude that all parapsychologists were incompetent, 

that all self-proclaimed psychics were deliberate frauds, that no aspects of paranormal belief 

were beneficial, and so on and so forth. All of those things I now think I was wrong in 

thinking. I think we have a natural human tendency to see the world in black-and-white terms 

and I was falling victim to that. I now think there are certain paranormal claims that should be 

taken seriously by the scientific world. I’m not saying that I believe they have established that 

paranormal forces exist – but the evidence is not as weak as the wider scientific community 

might assume. Again I think it’s worth taking such claims seriously because, if the wider 

scientific community is correct to be sceptical and to assume that paranormal forces don’t 

exist, then it gives us great insight into the strengths and weaknesses of the scientific process 

itself – issues that arise with respect to appropriate statistical analysis, whether appropriate 

controls have been used, publication bias and replication issues. All of those kinds of things 



arise with a vengeance in parapsychology. So when I’m teaching about anomalistic 

psychology I like to look at the strongest evidence and give my reasons why I’m still not 

convinced by it. Also, at the other end of the spectrum, I like to look at what I would consider 

to be extremely weak evidence in favour of paranormal claims, because that gives us a great 

insight into everyday reasoning that people use to come to the conclusion that they have had a 

paranormal experience. But maybe there are other much more plausible non-paranormal 

explanations available. 

I’d be interested to know what do you think about Rupert Sheldrake’s claims that he 

has demonstrated things like telepathy, given he was a senior science academic.  
I think Rupert is a very articulate and intelligent proponent for the other side of the argument. 

I’m actually a closet fan of Rupert Sheldrake. I don’t think he’s right – but I think the reasons 

he is wrong are really interesting. He is one of those rare individuals who has the golden 

touch when it comes to demonstrating ostensibly paranormal effects. I always find that when 

I try to replicate his effects we don’t get the same results – which is interesting. I think of 

Rupert as a personal friend, and I wondered why he got positive results and I don’t, so I 

suggested let’s do something collaboratively. But those collaborative studies have never 

produced replicable statistically significant results. One of the problems of course in general 

is that researchers are far less inclined to write up failed replications than they are to write up 

significant ones. Also journals are far less likely to publish failed replications. 

Can you give me an example here?  
Yes, as you may know the well-known social psychologist Daryl Bem published a study in 

2011, in a very well respected journal, that consisted of nine studies that demonstrated 

precognition, that is, that, in a sense, people can predict the future. He claimed that, whereas 

we all know that if you give people a list of words that is presented only once and another list 

of words that they are allowed to rehearse they will remember the rehearsed words better than 

the unrehearsed words. Bem’s results showed that, even if you do the rehearsal after they 

have been tested, they will still perform better. So the claim here was that, in some 

mysterious way, the effects of the future rehearsal can reach back in time and improve your 

performance. Now we were intrigued by this – that is myself, Richard Wiseman and Stuart 

Ritchie – and we agreed that we would each carry out an independent study [see also 

tinyurl.com/psycho0512]. Bem asked for replication studies and very kindly made his 

software available. We didn’t replicate his findings, but when we wrote up our results and 

sent the paper to the Journal of Personality and Social Psychology the editor politely rejected 

it without sending it out for peer review. We thought this was not acceptable given the 

original paper had caused a huge amount of media coverage and it had made an explicit 

appeal for people to try and replicate the effects. We then got the same treatment from 

Science Brevia and from Psychological Science. We then sent it to the British Journal of 

Psychology where it was sent out for review – but it was rejected. One of the referees was 

very positive about it, butthe second referee had reservations and rejected it. It turned out the 

second referee was Daryl Bem! Fortunately, PLoSOne did decide to publish it which meant 

we were eventually able to make our point. I think this experience raises issues… 

How can psychology possibly move forward if many journals won’t publish failures to 

replicate studies! It’s almost as if ‘this has been shown therefore we can tick that box 

and move on’. Moving on ourselves, one phenomenon you’ve looked into is near-death 

experiences. Can we explain this in scientific terms?  
I think there are two major hypotheses about near-death experiences. First, is that near-death 

experiences are exactly what they appear to be – the person is having the experience that 

http://www.tinyurl.com/psycho0512


consciousness has left their physical body, that they have had a glimpse of the afterlife. The 

second way to explain it is what is known as the ‘dying brain hypothesis’. This is the idea 

that it is a hallucinatory experience with all of the experience happening inside the person’s 

head. Now each of those components of that experience does occur outside of near-death 

experiences and there are plausible proven explanations in terms of what was happening in 

the brain at the time. 

In terms of trying to support the paranormal angle, if you could prove that people really were 

able to pick up information from remote locations that they couldn’t possibly have known 

about in any other way that would be a real challenge to sceptics. I’m a great supporter of 

these studies that are going on in hospitals around the world where there are targets that are at 

vantage points high up in hospital wards that you can only see if you are high up. So far those 

experiments have been going on for several years and no one has yet reported one of these 

hidden targets. But we’ll see. There is certainly lots of anecdotal evidence – but it does not 

seem to stand up well when studied scientifically. 

You’ve appeared a lot on TV and radio looking into paranormal beliefs. Has anything 

ever happened during one of these that really does open the door to the paranormal?  
In all of the studies that we have done and all of the TV and radio programmes I have taken 

part in there has been very very little that constituted a real challenge to my scepticism. But 

then again there are one or two TV programmes I’ve done where at the end of it I’ve put 

something in a mental box with a question mark next to it. To give you an example –  there 

was one case of a programme where a man called David Mandell claimed he had dreams that 

could foretell the future and he would paint pictures about what is going to happen. As he 

was an artist he could produce quite good representations of what was going to happen. Some 

of the examples include the Twin Towers collapsing. He painted this twice, one of which was 

five years before it happened. He would go down to his local bank and have his picture taken 

with that painting and that day’s newspaper. Spookily enough the date was 11th September. 

That kind of thing could just be coincidence. The depiction did not correspond exactly to how 

it happened – but it was pretty close and difficult to explain.  

As a (kind of) sceptic do you think we are moving in the right direction, or do you think 

we are more open to believe whatever we are told these days?  
There has been a polarisation. There’s no doubt that sceptical voices are heard a lot more than 

they used to be. On the other hand there is no evidence of any fall-off in belief in things new 

age and paranormal. I think it’s down to a lot of factors, the internet being the main one. 

People can now pass information and ideas on and get together more easily. One of the things 

that I’m most pleased about is so many cities now have a ‘sceptics in the pub’ evening where 

someone will come along and give a talk and people can question them. Also I’m delighted 

that the AQA’s psychology syllabus has anomalistic psychology as  

an option. So lots of kids are asking questions about the quality of the evidence they have 

been given. Personal experience is generally seen by people as the most reliable form 

evidence, but as psychologists we are aware that people misremember, misperceive and 

misinterpret. We need to get people to question things using the most appropriate critical 

thinking tools.  

Finally you’ve done a great deal, but is there anything that you still have burning 

ambition to do?  
Burning ambition is the right term – I would really love to do a fire walk! 
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One on one... with Stephen J. Ceci 
The H.L. Carr Chaired Professor of Developmental Psychology, Cornell University  

 

One inspiration  
I was in graduate school in the US when I began reading the work of a British psychologist 

named Michael Howe. We struck up a correspondence and I ended up doing my doctoral 

research at Exeter under his guidance. Mike taught me a lesson not only in psychological 

science but also in humanity. He and his family were just what a struggling postgraduate 

student needed. I’ll forever be grateful to them, and to the British system and its generosity 

toward me.  

 

One moment that changed the course of your career  
As a new PhD I had taken an academic job at a Midwestern state university in the US. Along 

with a slightly more experienced colleague,  I undertook what was at the time a very 

controversial experiment. To say that my senior colleagues were not enamoured with this 

study is an understatement. As a result of the fallout, I ended up taking a post at a better 
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university – ironically, one that awarded me with early promotion, in part, because of this 

study. When I look back at the 35 years I have spent as an academic, this early decision to 

change jobs looms most important. It set up a cascade of largely positive events that I believe 

would not have occurred if I had remained at my former university. Life is often a matter of 

chance encounters, random stochastic processes, and who you happen to sit next to. 

One thing that you would change about psychology  
Our field is no longer what I consider to be rationally organised. There has been enormous 

blurring of disciplinary lines; the most interesting literature on topics such as the influence of 

early stress on brain development is being done by economists, sociologists, neuroscientists 

and psychologists. Psychology needs to think more expansively, broadening our training to 

include econometric models, sociological theory, etc. We risk becoming less influential if we 

stick to traditional lines.  

 

One challenge you think psychology faces  
Our insularity prevents us from answering some very important research and policy questions 

[see box below].  

 

One nugget of advice for aspiring psychologists  
If you are repelled by the constant pressures of being a postgraduate, then get out now. Try 

something else. This is not the career for you; it only gets more intense – prepping lectures, 

grading, doing research, preparing grant applications, etc. Few individuals can withstand the 

continual dissatisfaction of doing something undesirable; it is no indictment if this is not for 

you.  

 

One proud moment  
I’ve been very fortunate and have been the recipient of many awards and honours, probably 

the most significant being the lifetime career awards of the Association for Psychological 

Science (APS) and the APA. Being on the dais in Los Angeles to receive the James McKeen 

Cattell Award in 2005 stands out.  

 

One problem that psychology should deal with  
We really need to get serious about the way we generalise from our samples to the relevant 

population. I am as guilty as the rest. I have depended on samples of convenience (university 

students or children attending local schools) who are demonstrably unrepresentative of the 

populations to which  I would like to generalise the findings. The public has a right to know 

if claims they read in the media truly generalise to the target population. And our habit of 

stopping with randomised assignment should be the beginning, not the end. 
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Big Picture: Crudely erased adults 
crudely erased adults: A.R. Hopwood’s false memory archive (centre-page pull-out)  

 

Based upon scientific research that demonstrates how susceptible we are to false memories, 

A.R. Hopwood’s False Memory Archive exhibition features artworks and an ever-expanding 

collection of vivid personal accounts of things that never really happened. Including a display 

of manipulated photographs of UFO sightings and a collaboration with a fictional security 

guard (pictured here in ‘Crudely Erased Adults, 1/6’), Hopwood’s work evocatively reflects 

the way we creatively reconstruct our sense of the past, while providing insight into the often 

humorous, obscure and uncomfortable things people have misremembered. 

Hopwood has collaborated with psychologists to revisit key experiments, reflecting on the 

history and consequences of this provocative field of memory research including with 

Professor Elizabeth Loftus (University of California, Irvine) and Professor Christopher 

French (Goldsmiths College). The works collectively explore where the truth lies in a ‘false’ 

recollection, while questioning how a blend of fact and fiction can be used to challenge 

assumptions about memory. 
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Other works include an LP of silences from a memory experiment, Jackie Kennedy’s Chanel 

suit re-made and a ‘remote’ past life regression reading by a psychic called Crystal. Touring 

venues include The Mead Gallery in Coventry, The Exchange in Penzance, the Freud 

Museum London, and the University of Edinburgh’s Talbot Rice Gallery (including a 

presentation by Professor Sergio Della Sala on 19 April). A.R. Hopwood’s False Memory 

Archive is supported by grants from the Wellcome Trust, Arts Council England and Creative 

Scotland.  

You can view more about the project and submit a false or ‘non-believed’ memory here: 

www.falsememoryarchive.com. 
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Beliefs about autobiographical memory 
Beliefs about autobiographical memory and why they matter. Martin Conway, Lucy Justice and 

Catriona Morrison  

 

When memory is the only evidence in, for instance, a criminal trial, how is it to be evaluated? 

This article shows how everyday beliefs about memory often run counter to the scientific 

evidence and how they can mislead in legal settings. We argue that judges, jurors, barristers, 

solicitors, and indeed any trier-of-fact, all need to be aware of what we term the ‘modern 

view of human memory’. 

Imagine that you are on jury duty. During the trial, in the witness box, but also earlier in a 

police video interview (PVI), the complainant, a 34-year-old woman (referred to as ‘C’), 

provided a series of descriptions of memories of being sexually abused from the ages of four 

to six years. An excerpt from her evidence is shown opposite. 
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This scenario is based on an amalgam of evidence from several real cases, all anonymised, in 

which the first author acted as a memory expert witness. Although our example here is a case 

of childhood sexual abuse, our concern is not with the frequency and terrible consequences of 

such cases. Rather, it is how such accounts are to be judged in an informed way, where 

memory is the only evidence. 

During cross-examination in court the defence council quizzed C about these memories, and 

in most cases she was able consistently to recall the details of her earlier accounts of her 

memories, from the PVI. She was not always consistent, however. For instance, she forgot 

what  

the defendant had been wearing that night and could not recall what he did with his jacket. 

On the other hand she remembered the alleged abuse in detail, including what hand he had 

used. She also recalled, when asked by the prosecution, that she had been wearing her pink 

Barbie nightie and additionally remembered that John, her brother, had been wearing Star 

Wars pyjamas (see Conway, 2013, and Howe, 2013a, for more detailed accounts of similar 

cases). 

You are the juror. This is the only evidence available. (This is usually the case, the 

remembered events themselves having allegedly taken place many years previously.) What 

do you make of it? If you are a typical juror you will have no knowledge of the scientific 

findings on memory. Most probably your only knowledge about such cases of ‘historic sexual 

abuse’ (i.e. cases typically featuring an adult recalling memories from their childhood 

decades before) derives from reports in the media. The view taken by the law is that as all 

jurors have memories, by reflecting on their own memory, and perhaps that of others, they 

will be able to make informed ‘commonsense’ judgements of memory evidence. But will 

they?  

People will have beliefs about their own memory and beliefs about the memories of others 

too, but such beliefs are not based on scientific evidence and are open to all the usual 

problems of beliefs – most notably, that they are wrong. Let’s look at some common beliefs 

about autobiographical memory, consider how they might have influenced judgements in this 

example case, and also take a brief look at the modern view of human memory. What 

conclusions would this lead us to concerning the present memory evidence?  

Three common but misleading beliefs about memory  

There have been have been a number of surveys of the beliefs about memories, (Magnussen 

et al., 2006; Simons & Chabris, 2011). Some surveys have focused too on beliefs about 

memory repression (see Patihis et al., 2014, for a recent survey), or on eyewitness memory 

(see Wise et al., 2011). For a particularly interesting account of beliefs about childhood 

memory see Howe (2013b). 

Over all these studies there are a wide range of beliefs that run counter to our current 

scientific understanding of human memory. One of the most common erroneous beliefs is 

that memory is like a video or a movie. Here we will focus on three key beliefs about 

autobiographical memory that we identified in a recent survey (which sampled 233 people 

with a 21-item memory questionnaire (see Justice, 2012, Justice et al., in press). 

The Memory-Accuracy-Details (MAD) belie Bell and Loftus (1989) originally found that if 

an eyewitness reported very specific details, e.g. the robber was wearing a green jumper, then 

their evidence was judged more likely to be accurate than the evidence of witnesses who did 



not report such specific details. They called this trivial persuasion, because the specific 

details they used were peripheral.  

In our survey we were interested in whether this was a more widely held belief. We found 

that it was, and 70 per cent of our respondents agreed with the statement The more details a 

memory has the more accurate it is. However, only 58 per cent of respondents agreed with 

the statement when applied to memories from childhood (13 per cent neither agreed nor 

disagreed – so, presumably open to persuasion one way or the other). A similar pattern was 

evident for the statement The more vivid a memory is the more accurate it is, with 68 per cent 

of respondents agreeing for memories of everyday events and 54 per cent for memories of 

childhood events (21 per cent neither agreed nor disagreed). 

Overall, these findings indicate that there is a strong and pervasive belief that the more 

detailed and vivid memories are, the more likely they are to be accurate. In fact, the scientific 

evidence is that the more detailed and vivid memories are, the greater is the likelihood of 

error (e.g. Talarico & Rubin, 2003). 

The Burnt-In-Memory (BIM) belie We turn next to beliefs about emotional experiences, and 

specifically to the belief that highly emotional experiences give rise to highly accurate 

memories. Controversial though this belief may be, it is nonetheless a widespread belief. 

Magnussen et al. (2006), for instance, found that over 70 per cent of respondents in their 

survey believed memory for a dramatic event to be better than memory for an everyday 

event. We found this figure was even higher, and in response to the question Do you believe 

your memories of emotional events (e.g. weddings, funerals, tragic events such as 9/11, etc.) 

are more or less accurate than memories for everyday events? over 80 per cent of respondents 

believed that their own and the memory of others for emotional events would be more 

accurate than memories of less emotional more everyday events. 

Taken together with the findings on vividness and accuracy we termed this the Burnt-In-

Memory belief, to capture the idea that there is a widespread belief that the more emotional 

an experience the more accurate a memory is likely to be, and this because intense emotion 

somehow acts to create a very accurate representation of experience in long-term memory. 

The scientific evidence does not, however, support this belief (see Morgan and Southwick, in 

press, for a recent review). In fact, the relation between memory and emotion is a highly 

complex one. Indeed, very intense emotional experiences can lead to distorted memories and 

amnesia. 

Age-of-First-Memory (AFM) belie Popular beliefs about the age at which first memories are 

formed (age at encoding, AaE) and can later be retrieved, are the least well informed by 

(scientific) knowledge of memory (Howe, 2013b). These beliefs are, however, highly critical 

when judging cases of alleged historic sexual abuse and also in many situations where adults 

recall childhood memories (Wells et al., 2013). In order to gain some insight into this we 

asked our respondents two simple questions: Bring to mind the first memory you have. What 

age are you in this first memory? and In your view, what is the earliest age someone can have 

a memory from?  

Table 1 shows the distribution of estimated AaE of one’s own first memory and for the first 

memories of others. What is most interesting about the estimates in Table 1 is that they 

clearly reflect a belief that other people can have first memories that are earlier than one’s 

own first memory. For respondents’ own memories less than 32 per cent were estimated to 



date to the age of three and earlier; in contrast to the earliest memories of others, 63 per cent 

of which were judged to date to the age of three or younger. For one’s own first memory 68 

per cent were judged to date to the age of four or older whereas for the first memories of 

others only 37 per cent were estimated to date to the age of four and older. 

We suggest that this pattern of AaE estimates is based on a widely held belief that other 

people can have earlier memories than one’s own first memory. Possibly, this belief may 

have arisen because other people do in fact, occasionally describe memories with very early 

AaEs. Strange and Hayne (2013) and Wells et al. (2013) both note that it is not unusual to 

encounter a small subset of participants in studies of first memories who recall memories 

from the preverbal period (considered not to be possible on the basis of scientific findings). 

We suggest that it is accounts of such (implausible) very early memories that lead to the 

belief that others may have much early memories. 

The three beliefs and judgements of memory accuracy  
We have identified three important beliefs that are likely to influence groups, such as jurors 

and judges, in making judgements of the validity of memories as evidence. The MAD belief 

would lead someone who held it to be inclined to judge as true or accurate an account of a 

memory that contained highly specific details. The BiM belief would lead an individual who 

held it to ascribe a higher degree of accuracy to a memory of an emotional event, with degree 

of accuracy increasing with the intensity of the emotion. The AFM belief would lead those 

who held it to accept that people can report memories from very young ages, even early 

infancy, and that most people would have earlier memories than they did. 

Note that there are many more beliefs about memory than just these three: Justice et al. (in 

press) describe 10 beliefs and other research has identified even more. We focus on these 

three beliefs here as they are most relevant to cases of historic sexual abuse where memory is 

the only evidence. 

Importantly, our survey found that people held the three beliefs to varying degrees, some of 

them strongly, some weakly, thus different individuals in judging the veracity of a memory 

account would tend to emphasise different aspects, such as detail, emotions, or age from 

which a memory dates. It seems possible that individuals may hold clusters of related beliefs. 

For instance, if I believe that emotional experiences lead to (accurate) encoding of more 

details this may reinforce my belief that the more specific details recalled the more likely the 

memory is to be accurate and, in turn, make me more likely to judge a memory true than 

questionable or inaccurate. Thus, in terms of the earlier example of alleged abuse during an 

episode of babysitting, holding the three beliefs or some subset of them might lead me to 

quite strongly argue that the memories must be true. Remembering what he was wearing, 

what she and, later what her brother was wearing, remembering her thoughts (what he looked 

like), remembering her emotions, her and her brother’s age at encoding, the time of day, day 

of the week, and even season of the year, all of this confirms the beliefs and reciprocally they 

confirm that the details must be accurate. Indeed in an actual case the Crown closed their 

comments to the jury with the statement ‘…and she can even remember wearing her pink 

Barbie nightie’, implying that recall of such a detail undoubtedly confirmed the truth and 

accuracy of the complaint’s memories. 

The modern view of human memory  
Are these beliefs correct? Short  answer is that they are not. They are oversimplifications that 

avoid the complexity of human memory. And this will be our concluding message: memories 



are highly complex mental representations that serve many functions, and in order to make 

informed judgements of memories some familiarity with the modern view of memory is 

essential. ‘The modern view of memory’ (see above) lists 10 key points derived from 

research over the last 50 years. 

In the modern view memories are fragmentary and temporary mental constructions. They are 

highly prone to error and falsity and they are never full recollection of an experience: this is 

true of all memories no matter what experience they derive from. Moreover, their principle 

function may not even reside in maintaining a record of the past. Instead they are an 

important part of the content of the self, they drive social interactions, and allow us to 

generate meaning in our lives. Also, critically, they allow us to have a future. 

The modern view of human memory would then lead us to a rather different conclusion about 

the account of memories given in the above babysitting example. The details that so 

impressed under the MAD belief – remembering what Terry was wearing, what she and her 

brother were wearing, remembering her thoughts (what he looked like), remembering her 

emotions, her and her brother’s age at encoding, the time of day, day of the week, now seem 

highly unusual and in several instances wholly implausible. To take just one example, 

remembering what hand he used seems unlikely given that children of this age (four years 

old) do not yet understand handedness. It would be extremely unusual that something that 

could not be understood at the time is remembered some 30 years later. What we might 

conclude is that these details seems more like ‘trivial persuasion’ than the recall of specific 

details. 

Scientific understanding vs. everyday beliefs  
Nobody wants to be told that their beliefs are wrong or even that they have implicit beliefs 

that are guiding their judgement, erroneously as it turns out. We believe that this is one of the 

main (but largely implicit) reasons that courts, and others, are so resistant to the modern view 

of human memory. But beliefs about autobiographical memory, as we hope we have shown, 

can mislead, and when they do so in formal settings such as courts, the consequences can be 

severe in either direction: wrongful exoneration or conviction. The study of human memory 

is now beginning to focus on what might reasonably be expected of memory in our courts and 

how, largely implicit, beliefs might underlie ill-informed decision making. And, perhaps most 

importantly, how all this can take place outside conscious awareness, from the generation of 

false memories to error-prone judgements of memory veracity. This is why ‘commonsense’ 

judgements need to be based on scientific understanding and why everyday beliefs about 

autobiographical memory really do matter – because they are so often wrong. 

Box - Excerpt from a police interview 

Policewoman (P): You told us a lot before the coffee break and I just want see if I have got it 

right, please tell me if I’ve missed anything or got it wrong. Your mother worked Saturday 

nights and got back home late at about midnight. You had different babysitters while she was 

working and sometimes this would be her then boyfriend Terry Peter?  

Complainant (C): Yeh.  

P: On the night, the night you remember the first incident from, Terry, your mother’s then 

boyfriend, arrives back, drunk and smelling of alcohol, sends the babysitter, possibly Jean 

from across the road, home and proceeds to put you and your brother John to bed.  

C: [nods] … Yeh.  

P: He puts John to bed first while you get changed and then comes over to your bed to tuck 



you in and kisses you on the lips… you were shocked.  

C: Actually I think I was astonished and then like  

at almost the same time I felt his hand under the sheet and he started… he started touching 

me [sobs] …. stroking me…  

P: I know this is difficult, [hands C some tissues] but I have to know as many details as I can. 

Where was he touching you?  

C: Between my legs…  

P: Thank you – I know it is difficult… you’re doing ever so well. Let’s come back to this 

when we’ve established some other things.  

P: Let’s go back to when first he arrives. He’s come in the house all red faced and drunk. 

How drunk was he?  

C: Well he seemed unsteady, you know swaying  

a bit…  

P: Can you remember what time it was?  

C: Well I think it must have been about 10 ’cause that’s usually when we went to bed, it was 

a sort of treat, bit of a treat staying up late, while Mum was at work.  

P: And can you remember what time of year it was? Maybe you can remember the weather?  

C: I’m pretty sure it was near Christmas, ’cause there’d been some snow and we’d played in 

it the week before … well, winter anyway.  

P: And can you remember what he was wearing?  

C: He had on a black leather jacket and jeans and I remember he took his jacket off and just 

threw it on the floor before taking us upstairs.  

P: OK and when you were upstairs he’s like put John to bed and you’ve got changed, what 

did you get changed into?  

C: At that time I always wore my favourite pink Barbie nightie, so that is what I would have 

been wearing.  

P: When he tucked you in and put his hand under the covers can you remember which hand 

he was using?  

C: It was his left hand, must have been, ’cause his other hand was resting next to my head, he 

was leaning on it.  

P: And just to confirm as your brother was three at the time, given you are one year older, 

you would have been four years old when this first incident occurred?  

C: Yes, just, four that’s right… 

Box text (p505) - The modern view of memory 

I    Memories are mental ‘constructions’.  

They contain various types of information, procedural and conceptual knowledge, and 

imagery.  

I    Neuropsychologically they are generated  

in a wide and complex set of interlocking neural networks distributed throughout the 

neocortex and mid-brain, reflecting their constructive nature and the multiple sources of 

information they contain.  

I    Important parts of this network develop over childhood and adolescence and are not 

mature until late adolescence/early adulthood (see the Royal Society report, Neuroscience 

and The Law, December 2011).  

I    Childhood amnesia and the ability to remember have a long development trajectory 

(Howe, 2013b).  

I    Because of this complexity in the brain, memories are particularly prone to the deleterious 

effects of brain damage, psychological illnesses, pharmacological interventions, alcohol and 



other recreational drugs.  

I    Memories represent only short time slices of experience, they are ‘time-compressed’, and 

because of this they never fully represent an experience, rather the fragments derived from 

experience that they contain are more a ‘sample’ of experience than a (full or literal) 

record of it. In this respect then memories are psychological representations and not like 

photographs, videos or other types of recording.  

I    Memories often contain information that  

is non-consciously inferred by the brain, and sometimes consciously inferred, such as dates, 

clothes worn, weather, etc.  

I    Because of their constructed nature memories are prone to error, distortion, confabulation, 

and even wholly false memories may at times arise.  

I    A general rule is that the more specific and detailed a memory the more the possibility for 

error increases.  

I    Research has found that memories that people are highly confident they have recalled 

accurately can in fact be incorrect in their details and even wholly false (Roediger et al., 2012 
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9. Volume 27 - Part 7 - (July 2014) 

 

Reviews 

Pages: 551 

“Packed with psychological science  

Abused by Therapy: How Searching for Childhood Trauma Can Damage Adult 

Lives  
Katharine Mair 

Who remembers the heated debate about ‘recovered’ and false memories, which raged 

most strongly in the late 1980s and 1990s? Is there much to learn from this history? 

Katharine Mair’s book is such a history, and one that is packed with psychological 
science. 

Mair describes early days when she was asked to review case files of psychotherapists in 

her own NHS Trust who were pursuing and recovering buried memories that patients 

seemed to have been previously totally amnesic about. Many had somatic complaints 

only. The ‘recovered memories’ included ritual abuse and extreme and repeated torture. 

At the heart of such active searches or ‘memory work’ was a strong belief that repressed 

or dissociated memories of trauma had been cut off from consciousness as a defence 

mechanism, and the recovery of those reliable and intact recollections was essential to 

healing. Mair examines those theories and the evidence. She next examines the various 

forms of facilitation or ‘recovered memory therapy’ engaged to bring this about. 

The story is far from over. Mair evaluates the particular role of the International Society 

for the Study of Trauma & Dissociation (ISST-D) and their workshop trained therapists 
and ‘experts by experience’ (newly self-identified survivors). 

Although most serious professional organisations caution against the use of active 

memory recovery techniques, there has been a mushrooming of charities and  clinics 

where such therapists work. 

As Mair explores the ‘backlash’ from sceptical sources and the laboratory studies on false 

memory development, she is throughout even-handed and sobering. This book is an 

informative story told well.  

 

Matador; 2013; Pb £10.99  

Reviewed by Bryan Tully who is a Registered Clinical & Forensic Psychologist based in 
London” 
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10. Volume 28 - Part 12 - (July 2016) 

Article Prof Chris French 
 
https://thepsychologist.bps.org.uk/volume-28/october-2015/close-encounters-psychological-kind 

Close encounters of the psychological kind 

Christopher C. French considers explanations of UFO sightings, alien encounters and 
even abductions.  

In recent years astronomers have discovered an ever-increasing number of earth-like 

planets, fuelling speculation that we may not be alone in the universe. Many members of 

the public are already convinced that not only is there intelligent life elsewhere in the 

universe, but also that aliens visit our planet regularly. Indeed, many claim to have had 

personal experiences that prove that this is so. Are there plausible alternative 
explanations for such claims? 

It is a pretty safe bet that virtually every reader of this article has heard of, and possibly 

even seen, Steven Spielberg’s 1977 blockbuster UFO movie Close Encounters of the 

Third Kind. However, I suspect that most readers are not entirely sure what the film’s 

title really means. In fact, it refers to J. Allen Hynek’s classificatory system for alleged 

alien contact of various kinds. Hynek was an American astronomer who acted as a 

scientific adviser to the US Air Force on a number of high-profile projects investigating 

UFOs beginning back in the 1940s. He began as a sceptic and debunker – but ended up 

as a strong defender of both the so-called ‘extraterrestrial (ET) hypothesis’ and the even 

more controversial ‘extradimensional (ED) hypothesis’ as possible explanations for such 

reports. Specifically, close encounters of the third kind (CE3s) refers to alleged 
encounters that involve actual human–alien interaction. 

Opinion polls routinely show that many members of the general public also believe in the 

ET hypothesis. To give but one typical example, a 2013 HuffPost/YouGov poll of 1000 US 

adults (tinyurl.com/moa2ez6) found that half believed there is life on other planets, 38 

per cent believed there is intelligent life on other planets, and a quarter believed that 

aliens have visited the earth. It is important to note in this context that right back to 

Carl Sagan, many scientists involved in the SETI (Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence) 

Project have fully accepted the possibility of intelligent life elsewhere in the universe but 

are far from convinced that alien visitation of our home planet has ever happened. Even 

if our own galaxy is teeming with life, it may well be the case that the vast interstellar 

distances between inhabited planets is such that any direct human–alien contact is 

simply not possible. 

If indeed the earth has never been visited by ET, how are we to explain the numerous 

reports of UFO sightings and even alien contact and abduction that have taken place in 

the last 60 years or so, and arguably even before that? I will argue that psychology 
provides plausible counter-explanations for close encounters of all kinds. 

The first kind  

A simple sighting of a UFO with no other supporting evidence is referred to as a close 

encounter of the first kind (CE1). Ever since human beings first looked up at the sky, 

they have seen objects that they could not identify – literally unidentified flying objects. 

In modern times, however, the acronym UFO has become synonymous in many people’s 
minds to that of ET. A moment’s reflection will reveal that this is a huge inferential leap. 
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Our readers will be well aware that both perception and memory are constructive 

processes greatly affected by the top-down influences of the observer’s pre-existing 

beliefs and expectations. UFOs are typically observed unexpectedly under less than ideal 

viewing conditions, often at night. It is precisely under such viewing conditions that top-

down influences will have their strongest effect upon the perceptions of the viewer. 

Thus, details may be perceived (e.g. aliens peering back at the observer through 

windows) that were not actually present at all. It should also be borne in mind that there 

are typically few, if any, cues to size, distance and speed in the sky. An object that is 

small, near and slow-moving will produce the same image on the retina as one that is 
large, far away and fast-moving. 

It may initially seem incredible that people could misperceive a wide variety of stimuli 

(such as bright stars and planets, meteors, weather balloons, aircraft seen from unusual 

angles, laser displays and Chinese lanterns) as alien spaceships, but even the most 

fervent proponents of the ET hypothesis accept that over 95 per cent of all reported 

sightings can be explained in such terms. The reason we can often be sure that such 

explanations are correct is because the precise time and direction of the sighting exactly 

corresponds to a known event occurring in that part of the sky. However, proponents of 

the ET hypothesis insist that unless such explanations can be provided for 100 per cent 

of all reported sightings, the ET hypothesis is supported. Is this reasonable? Of course 

not. Just as the police cannot solve all of the crimes they investigate, sometimes there is 

simply not enough evidence to allow for a definitive explanation of a sighting. Even those 

who could be thought of as professional observers, such as pilots, astronomers, military 

personnel, and police officers, are not immune to such misperceptions – as illustrated in 

several well-documented cases (see e.g. Bartholomew & Howard, 1998; Brookesmith, 

1995, 1996; Clarke & Roberts, 1990; Frazier et al., 1997; Klass, 1983; Randles et al., 

2000; Sheaffer, 1998; Watson, 2013). 

The second kind  

A sighting that appears to be supported by physical evidence is referred to as a close 

encounter of the second kind (CE2). Such evidence is typically in the form of a 

photographic record, but these cases also include sightings accompanied by radar 
readings or else indentations and/or raised radiation levels at alleged landing sights. 

The old adage ‘The camera never lies’ has never been true and has never been less true 

than it is in our modern digital age. Ever since the earliest days of photography, cameras 

have been used to fake paranormal phenomena, such as apparently capturing ghostly 

images of the deceased (Nickell, 1994). With software such as Photoshop, it has never 

been easier to produce hoax photographs of all kinds. Many classic photographs of flying 

saucers have been shown to be deliberate hoaxes (see, for example, Hines, 2003; 

Hoggart & Hutchinson, 1995; Korff, 1995). In other cases, photographs or videos are 
simply sincerely misinterpreted natural or manmade phenomena. 

Mundane explanations can also often be provided for other types of physical evidence. 

For example, radar readings can sometimes be misleading. False positives, sometimes 

referred to as angels, can be caused by flocks of birds or unusual atmospheric 

conditions. This was particularly a problem for pre-1960s systems, which may explain 
why reports of UFOs detected on radar are much rarer these days (Clarke, 2012). 

The problems of interpreting other types of physical evidence are nicely illustrated by the 

notorious case of the alleged UFO landing in Rendlesham Forest in 1980, often referred 

to as ‘Britain’s Roswell’. One aspect of this complex case was the claim that both 

indentations in the ground and raised radiation levels were found at the alleged UFO 



landing site. In fact, the indentations were in all probability made by rabbits and the 

reported raised radiation levels were actually not particularly high and were based upon 

the use of inappropriate technology by inexperienced personnel (Randles et al., 2000). 

Confirmation bias on the part of both witnesses and some investigators leads to the 

interpretation of any apparent anomaly, no matter how minor, being interpreted as 
support for the ET hypothesis. 

The third kind  

As stated, the title of Spielberg’s influential film refers to actual direct contact between 

aliens and humans. In 1952, George Adamski claimed to have met a rather attractive 

female Venusian in the Californian desert (Bartholomew & Howard, 1998). He even 

claimed that he had been taken for a ride in her spaceship, and wrote several bestselling 

books recounting his adventures. Adamski was just one of several so-called contactees 

in this era who made such claims, often involving the contactee in the transmission of 

important messages from the aliens to humanity warning of the dangers of, say, nuclear 

war or pollution. The claims themselves became more elaborate as time went by, but the 

accounts were generally positive in tone and the aliens clearly viewed humanity 

benevolently. The contactees were not taken seriously even by the ufologists of the day, 

who preferred instead to concentrate on what they perceived to be more reliable reports 

of CE1s. However, things were soon to take a more sinister turn and an additional 

category was added to Hynek’s original tripartite scheme. 

The fourth kind  

One of the earliest cases of alleged human abduction by aliens, referred to as a close 

encounter of the fourth kind (CE4), was that of Brazilian farmer Antonio Villas Boas who 

claimed that in 1957 he was dragged into a spaceship by aliens and forced to have sex 
with an attractive female alien (who made barking sounds during intercourse). 

The first alien abduction claim to receive worldwide media attention was that of Betty 

and Barney Hill. The Hills claimed that in September 1961 they had spotted a UFO while 

driving from Montreal to New Hampshire and that they had arrived home much later 

than expected, unable to account for a full two hours. Betty then started having dreams 

about being taken on board a spaceship by aliens and being medically examined. Years 

later, the couple consulted Dr Benjamin Simon, a psychiatrist, with respect to problems 

in their marriage. They were regressed back to that fateful night in 1961 and apparently 

recovered detailed memories of their car being stopped by aliens at a roadblock and both 

being taken on board an alien craft and being medically examined. Although there is 

little reason to doubt the Hills’ sincerity, there is every reason to doubt the accuracy of 

their account (see Klass, 1989, for a detailed critique). It is worth noting that Dr Simon 

did not believe the account produced during hypnotic regression (Klass, 1989), and it is 

now generally accepted that hypnotic regression, far from being a useful technique to 

recover true memories, is very likely to result in false memories (Baker, 1992; Spanos, 

1996). However, at the time this account was taken much more seriously in many 

quarters than previous tales from contactees and many of the features reported – a UFO 

sighting, ‘missing time’, memories being ‘recovered’ through dreams and hypnotic 
regression – have recurred routinely in subsequent alien abduction accounts. 

In 1987 two bestselling books served to raise public awareness of such claims even 

higher: Communion by Whitley Strieber and Intruders by Budd Hopkins. The first, from 

the pen of a successful horror fiction writer, was the allegedly true story of his own 

terrifying abduction experiences. The second, by a New York artist turned ufologist, 

described his own research with abductees, often involving the use of hypnotic 

regression. Hopkins claimed that his evidence showed that the aliens were engaged in a 

sinister cross-breeding project with the intention of producing human-alien hybrids. 



Much to the surprise of many, in 1994, Professor John Mack, a psychiatrist at Harvard 

University and a Pulitzer Prize winner, published a book on alien abduction claiming that 

‘these accounts are not hallucinations, not dreams, but real experiences’. 

Although many psychologists and psychiatrists would disagree with Mack’s conclusions, 

there is little doubt that alien abduction claims constitute an intriguing phenomenon in 

need of explanation. It is certainly the case that speculation on this topic far outweighs 

actual empirical evidence, yet there is enough of the latter to support plausible 

psychological explanations for the majority of alien abduction and contact claims without 

any need to involve ET. We should be very wary, however, of proposing any kind of ‘one 

size fits all’ blanket explanation for such a rich and multifaceted phenomenon: for the 

interested reader there are numerous detailed reviews covering a wide range of 

psychological factors (e.g. Appelle, 1996; Appelle et al., 2014; Baker, 1992; 

Bartholomew & Howard, 1998; Blackmore, 1994; Brookesmith, 1998; Devereux & 

Brookesmith, 1997; French, 2001; Holden & French, 2002; Newman & Baumeister, 

1996, 1998; Randle et al., 1999; Rutkowski, 2000; Showalter, 1997; Spanos, 1996). 

There is little doubt that deliberate hoaxes do occur (e.g., Klass, 1989; Korff, 1995), and 

sometimes people suffering from serious psychopathology will make claims. Yet there is 

also general agreement amongst both proponents and opponents of the ET hypothesis 

that the vast majority of those claiming alien abduction experiences are sane, sincere 

people who genuinely believe they have experienced alien contact (French & Stone, 
2014). How are we to account for this? 

The most obvious explanation is that they are suffering from false memories, and there 

is increasing evidence to support such a claim (e.g. Clancy, 2005; French, 2003; French 

& Stone, 2014; McNally, 2012). A number of individual difference variables, such as 

dissociativity, absorption, and fantasy-proneness, have been shown to be positively 

correlated with both susceptibility to false memories and the tendency to report 

ostensibly paranormal experiences of all kinds (French, 2003). Several studies (reviewed 

by French & Stone, 2014) demonstrate that those claiming alien contact tend to score 

higher on such variables in comparison to control groups. 

 

Another approach is to compare susceptibility to false memories in groups of individuals 

with conscious memories of being abducted by aliens, those who believe they have been 

abducted by aliens but cannot remember the experience, and others who do not believe 

they have been abducted by aliens. The Deese–Roediger–McDermott (DRM) task (Deese, 

1959; Roediger & McDermott, 1995) presents series of associated words but with a 

critical lure word missing (e.g. the words snore, dream, snooze, blanket, pillow, bed 

might be presented but the word sleep is not). The number of critical lure words 

reported is an indication of susceptibility to false memories. Clancy et al. (2002) 

reported that a group with conscious memories of alien abduction demonstrated the 

greatest susceptibility and a group who did not believe themselves to have ever been 

abducted demonstrated the least. It should be noted, however, that we have found that 

although individuals reporting alien contact scored higher than a control group on 

dissociativity, absorption, paranormal belief and experience, self-reported psychic ability, 

fantasy proneness, and tendency to hallucinate, there was no difference in scores on the 

DRM task (French et al., 2008). 

What about this interesting category of claimants who believe that they have 

experienced alien contact even though they cannot actually remember it? They typically 

do so because they have had one or more anomalous experiences that have led them to 

suspect that they may have had such contact but that the aliens have then wiped their 

memories for the rest of the event. Such ideas are widely believed within the ufological 



community. These experiences include seeing a UFO, having a ‘missing time’ experience, 

or finding puzzling scars on one’s body, all of which in fact could have quite mundane 

explanations (French & Stone, 2014) – but perhaps the single most common cause of 

such suspicions is sleep paralysis (French & Santomauro, 2007; Santomauro & French, 
2009). 

Sleep paralysis is very common amongst the general population and consists of a 

temporary paralysis occurring just as one is about to fall asleep or as one wakes up. It 

typically lasts a few seconds and is a little disconcerting, but nothing more. However, in 

a minority of cases it can include a variety of other features that can result in a truly 

terrifying experience. These include a strong sense of an evil presence and difficulty 

breathing due to a feeling of pressure on the chest. Hallucinations may also be 

experienced including seeing lights moving around the room or grotesque figures, 

hearing voices, footsteps or mechanical sounds, and feeling that one is being dragged 

out of bed. We have a reasonably good understanding of what causes sleep paralysis in 

terms of a disruption to the normal sleep cycle. During rapid eye-movement (REM) 

sleep, the phase of sleep typically associated with vivid dreams, the muscles of the body 

are actually paralysed, presumably to prevent the sleeper from acting out the actions of 

the dream. However, the mechanisms controlling the sleep cycle can sometimes go 

slightly awry. To put it simply, it is as though the brain has woken up but the body has 

not. This can result in terrifying episodes of sleep paralysis during which the sufferer is 

aware of their surroundings but cannot move – and creepy dream imagery is seeping 
through into wakeful consciousness. 

Whatever the cause of the original suspicion that one may have experienced alien 

contact, the next step for many is to seek the services of a hypnotherapist in order to 

‘recover’ the memories of the rest of the episode. It is worth noting here that whether 

one is attempting to recover memories of alien abduction, past lives, or ritualised 

Satanic abuse, the same techniques are used and typically deliver exactly the type of 

memories that were anticipated. The available evidence strongly suggests that these are 

false memories (French & Stone, 2014). It is interesting to note that when Lawson 

(1984) hypnotised eight volunteers with minimal prior knowledge of UFOs, none of 

whom believed they had ever been abducted by aliens, and asked them to simply 

imagine that they had indeed been abducted, the accounts they produced were 

remarkably similar to those produced by people who claimed that they really had been 
abducted, even down to the level of minor details. 

The truth is in there 

Arthur C. Clarke famously said: ‘Two possibilities exist: either we are alone in the 

universe or we are not. Both are equally terrifying.’ More recently, Stephen Hawking has 

warned against trying to make contact with any alien civilisations in case they respond 

by conquering and colonising our home planet. However, human curiosity is such that 

we cannot help but yearn to know whether we are alone in the cosmos or not. Indeed, 

Hawking himself has backed an ambitious $100 million programme to scan the skies 

searching for evidence of ET – listening but not sending out any signals to give away the 

location of our planet. Should we ever prove that there are other intelligent civilisations, 

our understanding of our place in the universe will be transformed dramatically. For now 

though, the evidence relating to alleged close encounters would suggest, with apologies 
to The X-Files, that the truth is not ‘out there’ but within our own heads. 

Box: ‘Abducting’ children 

 



Otgaar et al. (2009) demonstrated that a considerable number of young children (aged 

either 7–8 or 11–12) readily accepted the suggestion that they themselves had been 

abducted by aliens at the age of four, especially if they were told that the researchers 

had been informed of this event by the child’s mother and the child was shown a fake 

newspaper report suggesting that such abductions were fairly commonplace. The 

children were only classified as having false memories of the event if they provided 

additional details of their memory of the event. 

This is an important study, being one of only two (the other being that of Lawson, 1984) 

that have attempted to directly implant false memories of alien abduction. However, 

implanting such false memories, especially in children, clearly raises some serious ethical 

issues. The only details provided by Otgaar et al. of the debriefing procedures used in 

this study are that the children ‘were debriefed using ethical guidelines for false memory 

research with children (Goodman, Quas, & Redlich, 1998)’ (p.120). This is somewhat 

ironic given that one of the recommendations for ethical false memory research with 

children stated by Goodman et al. is as follows: ‘Although often there is little room for 

extraneous detail in scholarly reports, providing readers with the procedures used for 
debriefing is important in controversial areas of research’ (p.215 
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Comments 

‘Alien Abduction’ Abuse and the ‘Discourse of Disbelief' 

Permalink Submitted by Rainer Hermann Kurz on Fri, 11/06/2015 - 16:11  

US Clinical Psychologist Dr Ellen Lacter who runs the website endritualabuse.org warns 

mental health professionals explicitly not to dismiss reports of persecution and unusual 

beliefs since ‘some abusers program bizarre beliefs (e.g. alien abduction) in victims to 

make them feel non-credible and appear insane’ (Lacter & Lehmann, 2008). It is 

therefore disconcerting that Prof Christopher French in the October issue of The 

Psychologist does not even mention the possibility of extreme abuse in early childhood 

(or even adulthood as per Louise Mullins Letter in the November edition) leading to such 

beliefs, and neither does the text book of former BPS President Prof Graham Davey (‘The 

only series to be approved by the BPS’) nor the work of Prof Rich McNally who 

apparently spent with his colleagues at Harvard more than 10 years researching alien 

abduction beliefs. 

If depraved individuals, families and groups want to abuse and torture vulnerable 

individuals then staging ‘abduction by aliens’ provides an ideal scenario for doing so 

while continuing with a ‘normal’ everyday life. Neglect, abuse and torture by primary 

carers in the first five years of a child’s life can comprehensively account for the 

‘findings’ proffered by Prof French: 

1. Memory issues: One of the five key indicators of Dissociative Identity Disorder (DID – 

formerly known as Multiple Personality Disorder) is memory amnesia. This can manifest 

itself in ‘lost time’, biographical memory wipe out and everyday memory problems. In 

WAIS assessments the Working Memory Index would be expected to be adversely 

affected. The MMPI2 ‘faking bad’ scale may be elevated when those with dissociative 

symptoms truthfully report memory issues. Clients may express worry about everyday 

memory issues. Poorer performance on memory task would logically follow. Dorahy et al 

(2014) comprehensively debunk a lot of the ‘false memory’ claims that abound – helping 

to claw back the territory originally marked out by Pierre Janet’s (1917) pioneering work 
on trauma a century ago. 

2. Survivors of extreme abuse are bound to struggle with the DRM task and naturally 

report more dissociative symptoms. The Somatoform Dissociations Questionnaire (SDQ) 

features items such as Q11: ‘I cannot see for a while (as if I am blind)' and Q12: ‘I 

cannot hear for a while (as if I am deaf)'. Self-respecting mental health professionals 

need to get to grips with such disclosures and recognise them as indicators of likely 
neglect and/or abuse by primary carers, or traumatic events in early childhood. 

3. Believes of having experienced alien contact without being actually able to remember 

details fit the various extreme child abuse scenarios described in Miller (2012) where 

children are tortured to ‘breaking-point’ and start splitting off alters who carry sensory 

memories that are not consciously processed and may be gradually released years later 

when the brain considers it safe(er) to do so. ‘Missing time’ experiences are typical when 

it comes to torture by extreme abuse groups where the ANP (Apparently Normal Person) 

in the terminology of Van der Hart, Nijenhuis & Steele (2006) has no memory about 

what happened the previous night at the abuse cult ceremony and hence cannot account 

for ‘puzzling scars on one’s body’ all of which in fact could have quite chilling 
explanations. 

 



4. Sleep paralysis has entered centre-stage in the light of the scary docu-movie ‘The 

Nightmare’ released recently. Moving beyond the purely descriptive a plausible causal 

account of this phenomenon is given at the URL below suggesting a dissociative process 

that is closely linked to past cultural and personal experiences such as sexual abuse: 
http://fusion.net/story/145337/why-people-with-sleep-paralysis-see-super... 

5. Poor practices by over-zealous therapists can potentially induce ‘false memories’. 

However Becker et al. (2008) in their Extreme Abuse Survey found that more than half 

of the individuals responding had specific abuse memories before commencing therapy. 

Proponents of the ‘Discourse of Disbelief’ tend to ignore evidence that does not fit their 
world view and easily dismiss out of hand any disclosures of extreme abuse. 

As a volunteer advocate for sexual abuse victims I have been bearing witness to 

disclosures of extreme abuse, toddler rapes, missing babies and violent deaths since May 

2012. I gave 10 presentations so far (most of them can be downloaded from my 

ResearchGate and my LinkedIn profiles) on the background of sex, abuse and death 

cults at conferences in Munich, Copenhagen, Reading, London (see Kurz, 2015) and 

Nuremberg focussing in particular on poor assessment practices in Family Courts. 

Practising Psychologists need to be sceptical of the sceptics and help unveil (rather than 
obfuscate) the truth about extreme abuse groups and their cancerous impact on society. 

 

Dr Rainer Hermann Kurz FBPsS, 

Chartered Psychologist, 

Cubiks & Outstanding Achievements, 

Science & Practice Convener of the BPS Division of Occupational Psychology, 

Member of the BPS Committee on Test Standards. 
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Trauma, dissociation and fantasy 

Permalink Submitted by Ashley Vaughan Conway on Sat, 11/28/2015 - 17:14  

Thank you Dr Kurz, for a great letter.  

As a small addition, I would like to draw readers' attention to the great work of 

Constance Dalenberg. One of her findings was that in children who had been severely 

abused, the more severe the abuse, the more unbelievable their accounts. See her 

comprehensive review: Dalenberg, C.J et al, Evaluation of the Evidence for the Trauma 

and Fantasy Models of Dissociation. Psychological Bulletin, 2012, Vol. 138, No. 3, 550–
588 

 

Reply to Dr Ashley Conway with Information (incl. Email 
Address) 

Permalink Submitted by Rainer Hermann Kurz on Mon, 11/30/2015 - 00:18  

Dear Dr Conway 

Thank you for your kind words. I notice that you wrote many books, articles and letters: 

http://www.drashleyconway.com/ 

Following your prompt I found two interesting articles by Constance Dalenberg online:  

http://www.awrsipe.com/Forensic/Constance%20Dalenberg.pdf 

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Bethany_Brand/publication/221695375_Evaluation

_of_the_evidence_for_the_trauma_and_fantasy_models_of_dissociation/links/0922b4f8
8d3be03381000000.pdf 

I talked to her co-authors Martin Dorahy and Etzel Carden at the International Society 

for the Study of Trauma and Dissociation (http://www.isst-d.org/) conference in 

Orlando. 

 

http://www.drashleyconway.com/
http://www.awrsipe.com/Forensic/Constance%20Dalenberg.pdf
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https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Bethany_Brand/publication/221695375_Evaluation_of_the_evidence_for_the_trauma_and_fantasy_models_of_dissociation/links/0922b4f88d3be03381000000.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Bethany_Brand/publication/221695375_Evaluation_of_the_evidence_for_the_trauma_and_fantasy_models_of_dissociation/links/0922b4f88d3be03381000000.pdf


Kate Richardson (2015) published a paper ‘Dissecting Disbelief: Possible Reasons for the 

Denial of the Existence of Ritual Abuse in the UK’ which can be downloaded free-of-

charge: 

https://www.crimejusticejournal.com/article/view/228/pdf 

Laurie Matthew & Ian G. Barron (2015) recently reported on their survey and interview 

findings with N=68 abuse survivors (85% of whom disclosed ‘Ritual Abuse’): 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10538712.2015.1029104 

Their work led to press articles describing extreme abuse including ‘child-on-child sex’. 

Prof. Chris French wrote on this topic ‘Satanic child abuse claims are almost certainly 

based on false memories - If anyone has evidence of satanic abuse in Scotland they 

should take it to the police, but lurid media reporting of unsubstantiated claims is 
counterproductive’:  

https://www.theguardian.com/science/2014/nov/18/satanic-child-abuse-false-

memories-scotland 

Since I started researching ‘Organised Ritualised Crime Abuse Networks’ (ORCANs) in 

2012 I encountered Police apathy, ignorance, deflection of responsibilities and outright 

bullying. Insiders warned me that this would be the case so that I just keep ‘plodding on’ 

submitting crime allegations based on victim disclosures and my investigative activities - 

and complaints against being ‘fobbed off’. 

Many of my conference papers can be downloaded from my LinkedIn profile: 

https://uk.linkedin.com/pub/rainer-kurz/0/b14/4a0) 

Additional materials can be found on researchgate where I recently reached a milestone 

of more than 100 downloads from countries around the world:  

https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Rainer_Kurz2 

My latest poster at the Somatic Medicine Conference in Nuremberg featured two 

download links that illustrate the nature of extreme abuse ‘Death Cults’ and their lethal 
impact: 

https://arsoninformer.files.wordpress.com/2015/06/ead-version-10-09-2013.pdf 

https://arsoninformer.files.wordpress.com/2015/06/ead-version-10-09-2013.pdf 

Our ‘civilised’ world has experienced a never-ending series of conflicts over the last few 
centuries. 

In my view actions to overcome the threat posed by the Daesh (ISIS) ‘Death Cult’ needs 

to be accompanied by proper investigative efforts to dismantle the UK based Death Cults 

that seemingly abuse, rape and murder (largely) with impunity as the ‘Discourse of 
Disbelief’ and systemic 'cover-up' prevails. 
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http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10538712.2015.1029104
https://www.theguardian.com/science/2014/nov/18/satanic-child-abuse-false-memories-scotland
https://www.theguardian.com/science/2014/nov/18/satanic-child-abuse-false-memories-scotland
https://uk.linkedin.com/pub/rainer-kurz/0/b14/4a0
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Rainer_Kurz2
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I take comfort from a Buddhist Soka Educators meeting I attended today where we 

explored how Buddhist virtues of compassion, courage and wisdom could bring about 

world peace through dialogue based on the vision of SGI President Daisaku Ikeda 
(http://www.daisakuikeda.org). 

I am looking forward to conversations on these tricky topics and can be reached at: 

ichinendaimoku@gmail.com 

http://www.daisakuikeda.org/
mailto:ichinendaimoku@gmail.com

