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Sabom's Study Should Be Repeated

To the Editor:
In letters published recently in Anabiosis (1984), Emily Cook and

Susan Blackmore commented upon Michael Sabom's results (1982)
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supporting the validity of perceptions reported by cardiac patients
who had out-of-body experiences during near-death experiences. (I
should note that this was not the main focus of either letter.) Although
Blackmore was more critical than Cook, both writers felt that
Sabom's evidence was impressive but not conclusive, and that the
issue could not be resolved by further research. I am writing because
I think forceful restatement and expansion of the latter point is called
for.

Basically, I feel that the importance of the issue deserves more
emphasis than it generally receives. In ordinary seeing, a physical
image is formed at the retina of each eye. This is followed by a very
complex sequence of events, corresponding to a similar complexity
of structure, within the retina and certain areas of the brain, before
a picture emerges in consciousness. While many details of the process
are poorly understood, the assertion that the last event is dependent
upon the preceding ones is strongly supported by everyday experience
and much other evidence. But it is sharply contradicted if physically
valid perceptions from a viewpoint outside the body occur during
OBEs. Thus if the latter can be verified, some well-established ideas
about physics, physiology, and the relationship of consciousness to
the brain must be severely modified. Scientific prudence suggests
that findings with such revolutionary implications must be replicated,
perhaps several times, before they can command general acceptance.
The truth of this statement is independent of any specific questions
that may be raised about Sabom's results. (Somewhat similar remarks
could be made about extra-sensory-perception [ESP] research, of
which this is a special case, in general. There is a great deal of
evidence for ESP, but none of it is unchallenged. The reasons for
this could be discussed at length, but I suspect that a dearth of
independently replicated results is prominent among them.)

Fortunately, repeating Sabom's procedures should pose no major
problems for any investigator with adequate access to hospital patients
and records. A key factor is the abundance of NDEs among
resuscitated patients, which should make it easy to gather sufficient
data. The investigator's attitude should make no difference, provided
it is not so negative that patients won't recount their experiences.
A recurrent bugaboo in ESP research-the possibility of deliberate
cheating by subjects-can surely be excluded here. On the other hand,
concerns like Blackmore's about auditory cues, insufficiently detailed
accounts, and so forth, should receive attention in any repetition
of Sabom's study. (I offer one far-fetched suggestion to stimulate
thinking. Place a purely visual cue in a resuscitation room so that
it would be visible only from above, change it each day, and watch
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for mention of it in reports of NDEs.)
Sabom's study could be repeated, but should it be? I will explain

why I feel strongly that it would be well worth the effort.
(1) As noted above, Sabom's results challenge some basic

scientific ideas. No one suggests that his work was too sloppy to
be taken seriously. On the contrary, it was an imaginative, successful
effort to check patients' reports of OBEs against independent sources
of information, and the results were in line with many less formal
accounts of correspondences between OBEs and reality.

(2) A verified instance of ESP would put all ESP research in
a new light.

(3) According to some theories, NDEs are essentially halluci-
nations associated with physiological changes in the brain of a person
who is near death. Such a purely internal origin for NDEs would
preclude valid perceptions during OBEs. Thus confirmation of
Sabom's results would rule out this class of theories and favor ones
in which the mind is not firmly tied to the body.

In summary, I am saying that Sabom's results, if true, have such
profound implications in a variety of areas that it is imperative that
they should be amply confirmed. The most straightforward way of
doing this is to repeat his procedures (with modifications to meet
criticism); this should be entirely feasible.
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Author's Postscript:
Reference should be made to a pair of letters, by V. Krishnan

and Susan Blackmore, that appeared in Anabiosis (1985) after the
foregoing letter was written. Those letters, which focus on Sabom's
results, further illustrate the point that his evidence is much too strong
to ignore but insufficient to establish revolutionary conclusions
standing by itself. Thus they strengthen the case made above for
an independent repetition of Sabom's work.
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W. M. Kincaid
Department of Mathematics

University of Michigan
Ann Arbor, MI 48109

Editor's Postscript:
In regard to Dr. Kincaid's proposal to replicate Sabom's work,

the Annual Report of the Parapsychology Foundation for the Year
1985 noted under "The Grant Program" that Dr. Keith Hearne,
of Hull, England, is designing experiments to study psychic
phenomena occurring during near-death experiences.


