The Wizards of OZ

The skeptics at the Observatoire Zététique conduct an

exemplar investigation of a paranormal

phenomenon

A GROUP IN FRANCE KNOWN AS THE Observatoure
Zerétique (Skeptical Observatory shortened o "OZ" as an
inside joke) has just published the detailed results of a
comprehensive expenment designed to test the claims of
“Therapeutic Touch” made by a sincere pracutioner of this
salternative” treatment who they o ympassionately refer 1o
only as Mr. Z. This report, which can be seen in English
with full illustrations, is a must-read for anyone interested
in the proper way of seling up and conducting a fair and
definitive test. See it at www.observarc ire-Zelenque.org
divers/oz-tt2004 pdf in pdf format, and at http://wa™
skepticreport.com for the HTML version, courtesy Of Claus
Larsen. This is such a good example of how to test a
paranormal claim that | would like to summanze it here

OZ was contacted in June, 2003 by M Z, who
claimed he could derect a "signal” or “fluid” with his
hands. They proceeded to observe Mr, Zs actions in order
1o determine the best method fo test him. It seems that

the “fluid” is sensed by Mr. Z near the pathological area or

its source. “For example, ankle pathology can be the
cause of muscular tension in the nec k: thus the signal
might be perceived either in the ankle or neck area. This
complicates any attempt (o identify the signal by compan-
<on 10 objective means of observation (e.g., scanners, X
rays, MRI and so forth)” Indeed After several weeks, OZ
clarified the exact claims being made by Mr Z

« The signal is perceptible through clothing,

 The location of the signal is stable with respect 1o a
single patient and for a given ume period (in excess
of one hour)

« The signal linked to a pauent does not leave any
“magnetic imprnt on the massage table (otherwise,
the successive examinaion of two patents would
be impossible in the absence of an intervening resl
period)

From this, Mr. Z and OZ agreed that the following
hypothesis that would be tested: “In a double-blind setting,
the therapeutic touch practitioner s able to determine the

presence or absence of a patient provided that he has pre-
vicusly identified, in terms of strength and location, the sig-
nal emitted by such a patient.”

On Monday, November 17

2003, Mr. Z tested each of
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nine subiects, with the objective 1o lentity a person wWho
emitted a paric ularly easy-to-detect signal. so that such
person might Later be used as 4 test subject for the final
experiment. [Mr. Z telt he had detected a signal] for edach
of the pamicipants in vanous places, but none of us irt iy
stood out from the group, One of the OZ members noted
identified by the practitioner for each of the nine
' Mr 7 then agreed to a blind prelinunary trial in

the areds
sull Hects
which he was blindfolded and the subjects passed s
cessively under his hands again, in random order and
silently. Once again, a signal was detected for each of the
nine test subjects. We then pre weeded o venty w hether
the areas indicated in the blind test corresponded to the
previously identified areas Unfortunately for Mr. Z, he
falled the expeniment, with only two successes out of mne
anemps

Six months later, on Monday, May 17. 2004, Mr. Z sub-
mitted himself 1o another test, this one mote Comprenen
sive: “A total of 100 attempts we suld be undemaken. The
number of successtul ‘hits’ by Mr. Z would have 1o exceed
65 in order 1o be deemed statistically significant. Our
claimant confirmed that, more than ever. he desired to par-
ticipate in the test and evenmally see the results published.”

The experiment began by having Mr. Z select a sub-
ject from seven O7 members present, hased on the
7 chose “Miss C." He
A" and “Mr. B
hased on the weakness of the signal detected (explaining

strenath of the signal detected. M
then selected his fwo examiners, ‘Mr

that he did not want the examners stgnals to interiere
with the subject’s signal). OZ began by determurung that
Mr. Z felt he could detect Miss C's signal through a [olding
screen. An opaque cloth was then placed over the screen
so Mr. Z could not see through 1, and he then confirmed
that he could stll detect Miss Cs signal. Noise-atenuatng
ear muffs were then placed over the ears of Mr. Z and the
WO eXATiners

Miss C was then moved into 4 room and the now
opaque folding screen was placed into the frame 0Ol the
room’s door. Miss C and a designated assistant were in
the room, while Mr. Z and his exanuners remained out-
side the room. The protocol called for Miss € 10 place
herself in front of the opaque screen or AWy from the
opaque screen, depending on whether a “1" or a4 0" was
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selected from a pre-drawn sheet of 100 1's and ('s. Miss C was given 10
seconds o position herself (or not) in front of the opaque screen, afier
which Mr. Z would take as much time as he needed to determine the
presence or absence of Miss C behind the opaque screen. This process
was repeated 100 umes, with all results carefully recorded and agreed
upon by Mr. Z and the OZ expenmenters. Only two of the 100 wials
were invalidated “due o a confhict between the assistant's pre<trawn
serles and the indications marked by the subject.

The results were unequivocal. Out of 98 valid attempts, Mr. 7 need-
ed 64 hits (modified slightly from the onginal 65 because of the o
invalid attempts). He got 55, The OZ researchers conduded: “The exper-
iment did not vield a statistically significant result. Faifure.” Their final
remiarks reveal the care, caution, and comgpassion with which they con-
ducted this experiment

It ook neardy one vear, from inioal comtact to final prowcaol, for this expen
ment 1o reach frudtion. Upon its conclusion, the satisfacton of having imple-
mented 1 complete proocol 5 tnged with sadness. The protocol's results,
Fewever, can be added 0 a succession of experiments that, since the 18th
century, have never viclded a posiiive resull. Accorchngly, we can hardlv
clatm 1o be surpnsed

Mevertheless, Mr, 7, practices, seriously and with passion, an activity about
shich his patients seem © have no complaints. His surprise then, comes on
op of disappointment. And since our relationstup has been cordial, sincere
and abways marked by grear mutual respect. we have great svinpathy for him
When one considers the distances traversed. the hours spent shanng with us
his practive and his personal understanding thereof. his firm desire 10 compre-
hend the rue basis of his “perception,” his perseveranee despite a negative
preliminary trial and the mamfold doubis raised—in addition o his unfailing
honesty—we are inclined to say thar Mr. 2. ouly has courage going for him

[ urge skeptics to follow the step-by-step procedure by which the OZ
people developed their protocol, always bringing into consideration the
specific needs and rather naive notons of the daimant. OZ was careful
o cover every detail of the protocol that mught allow for complaints fol-
lowing the expeced fatlure of Mr. Z, They maintained an atmosphere of
cooperation and compliance, without compromising the secunity of the
protocol. In summary, this is how such a claim should be tested. 1T add
that if 1 had designed the procedure, [ would have done centain things a
bit differently, only in order to have more daa from the encounter, [
always try to provide features in the protocol that can give addiional
data not necessanly related o the primary purpose of the test,

The OZ group can take rop nuirks for this report, Cdait formidaiie’ W
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