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THE PITFALLS OF PARANORMAL PROGRAMMING


Back in a feature article in the November issue, I wrote of the explosion of television programs dealing with paranormal topics.  At the time of that writing (summer), I had had little contact with the production companies involved in the shows, and since none of the new shows had aired, I was unable to comment on the quality.


Now, as I write this in November, I have had (too) much contact with some of the shows, I have seen episodes of a few, and been unable to view others.  Through all my contact and discussions with production people, and based on what I have seen, I am less than impressed with the shows and a bit disgusted with the production people.


The great promise of having so many shows, all professing to do a quality job, is unfulfilled.  In fact, the only show of real quality appears to be the only one making things up as it goes along:  THE X-FILES.


In November, I wrote of the potential for the newest incarnation of SIGHTINGS.  I, and a number of people I have spoken with, have been let down.  My investigations partner, Barbara Gallagher, and myself worked with SIGHTINGS in August on an investigation in Clayton, California which will air sometime after I am writing this, and we continued to work with them by phone to set up other investigations, which essentially fell through due to poor handling.


The show itself is a mishmash of topics, covered, for the most part, as superficially as they were when the show was canceled off the FOX Network.  In fact, I see little difference between the show now and then.  The stories sometimes whet the appetite, but rarely satisfy.  In addition, they have occasionally been less than honest with the presentation of the evidence, as in one case where equipment being used in a ghost investigation supposedly picked up footprints and "cold spots" in the walls, when it was clear to myself and a number of my colleagues that the SIGHTINGS crew never questioned whether the operator of the equipment knew what he was doing (and clearly didn't).


My connection with the staff of course revolves around hauntings.  The production staff, so eager to apparently learn from the experts so they, too, could gain some expertise in order to do better stories, apparently didn't learn that the families involved in such cases might agree up front to allow TV cameras into their homes, but they don't want to be put off week after week until SIGHTINGS can make up their mind as to whether they want to do the case.  


That nearly happened with our case in Clayton, and that did happen with too other cases that Barbara Gallagher was developing for them.  In effect, it seemed that the producers didn't want to say "no" just in case they wanted to do the case, but didn't want to say "yes" because a better case might come along.  


Finally, according to the principals involved in those two cases (and our local people most in contact with the people), the SIGHTINGS contact acted unprofessionally, misrepresented information, asked questions which betrayed ignorance of the phenomena, and generally alienated them.  What we have is two cases where the people will no longer consider TV.  They will, they have said, still work with us on the case.


TV shows are predominantly asking investigators such as myself to provide cases where families are at the center of the "action."  While these shows have often been offered long-term haunted locations (such as restaurants, hotels, historical sites, all with multiple witnesses), the shows generally want to focus on ghost cases with "families in peril" to quote one of the up-front and honest production people at FOX's ENCOUNTERS, back on the air this year.


Unfortunately, "families in peril" want immediate movement and decisions, not the dilly-dallying that SIGHTINGS was doing, at least with my team (I cannot honestly speak for their contact with others; it may have been of a different character).


ENCOUNTERS, which frankly didn't impress me at all when it came on in a series of specials in 1994, has seemed to do a better job at looking at all angles of their stories.  Their production people, many of whom worked for SIGHTINGS when it was at FOX, have been totally forthcoming with what they want from experts such as myself and my colleagues, and have listened and participated in discussion of our concerns about the kinds of cases they do and how they present them (as well as how they handle the people involved).


Of course, there is room for improvement for ENCOUNTERS, but they appear to be trying.


Then there was the other show that put forth much promise (at least, according to their advance press).  NBC's THE OTHER SIDE is not seen in all markets around the United States.  In fact, I have not yet seen an episode of the show, due to the fact that the San Francisco NBC affiliate has opted not to show it yet.


I have heard from people whose opinions I trust that the show lacks excitement, but at least they haven't gone the way of many talk shows to conflict-management.  In other words, it would be easy to set the show up with people of distinctly different and antagonistic viewpoints on the paranormal, in hopes of generating on-air shouting matches.  They have tried, I'm told, to present people's experiences with a positive edge (or at least a neutral one).


However, they have also gotten themselves a production staff that has been pestering every expert they can get phone numbers for.  I have, to date, had to deal with at least ten different researchers from the show.  Each one has called on numerous occasions to ask if I can refer them to anyone who has had "the experience"  (said experience varying with each show topic from romantic ghost encounters to demonic possession, from near death experiences to poltergeists).


People such as myself who do investigations do so generally to help people in some kind of need, as well as to gather data on the phenomena. The people who call us in generally want, and get, anonymity and confidentiality.  Occasionally, when asked, some of the people are willing to go on record publicly about their experiences, but most people don't want their neighbors to know they've seen a ghost, let alone tell the entire world on TV.  Such people are either rare or their stories are suspect. 


I have relayed that to each and every contact I've had with THE OTHER SIDE, generally more than once.  Barbara Gallagher has also had the same conversation with the very same people,  as have other colleagues of mine.  They just don't seem to get it, and they keep calling.


Apparently, the reason they keep calling is that they're having a very hard time finding people to come on the air.  I have been told again and again that they don't want to use experts on the show unless the experts can bring people who have had the experiences with them.  In addition, I have been told that these people get paid to tell their experiences, often more than the experts.   To which I reply "Buyer Beware."  I'm sure there are plenty of people who are willing to get a trip to Los Angeles to appear on a national talk show and tell all about their psychic experiences, especially if they get paid for it.  And I'll bet some of those people will have made up their stories.


What I do know about THE OTHER SIDE is that they rarely check the credentials of the experts they do use.  While I have not seen the show, I have been asked by others about many of the "experts" on parapsychology, most of whom I and my colleagues have never heard of (they're certainly not part of any parapsychological community I know of).  They, including the host Will Miller, don't appear to challenge even the outlandish statements.  One of the expert investigators, for example, claimed on the air to have done over 800 investigations of hauntings and related phenomena.  That may not sound too out there until one considers the person making that statement was in his early thirties.  Unless he had a very "loose" definition of an "investigation," there is no physical way he personally could have done that many cases.  Statement accepted.


 They have used "psychics" of questionable background and talent.  They have presented wild and bizarre information.  They have, I believe, misled their audience.  This is no surprise considering that the researchers apparently know little or nothing about the subjects they are booking shows for.


We tell them this and they still call us!


Another show that held promise but has yet to live up to it is FORCES BEYOND on the Learning Channel.  This show went to the effort to bring in parapsychologists and others as consultants up front, in order to learn about what they needed to present.  Their people spent much time on the phone with me in setting up a couple of shows, and I spent four days taping in August and September for a show on psychokinesis.  


Things in the taping of the segments in the field, at a location where fire-walking was being done, and on-site for a case I had done, did not go as the producer had set up.  The field director was a freelancer with little connection to the show, and less knowledge of the field, and appeared to merely ask the questions (and follow the directions) faxed to him by the producers.  The "shoots" were not as promised to me, as the fire-walking segment, which was to explore just what fire-walking was and whether PK was involved, focused instead on a skeptic (who I was not told would be along until the day before the shoot).  Times and dates were mixed up, and things just didn't feel right.


My sense of that was borne out.  I do, by the way, get paid for consulting on such shows and for appearing on camera.  From a personal perspective, I have been let down.  After the shoots I didn't hear from them, and I had to repeatedly call about my invoices.  As of this writing, I still haven't received payment for the work I did.


More importantly, the producers have apparently let down both the viewing audience and the company that hired them to produce the show for the Learning Channel.  I have not seen any episodes of the show as yet, due to the unavailability of the Learning Channel through my local cable provider.  But I've heard very disappointing things about it. 


Fortunately, the production group originally handling the show was apparently so bad that the parent production company, DSL Productions, has taken control of the show back to Los Angeles from Canada.  They are in the process of salvaging footage already shot, and have committed to providing an information-packed and accurate show.  People at DSL have a real interest in the subject, and have hired a producer/writer who I have the utmost faith in, Jude Prest, based on his work on the TV pilot we shot (HAUNTED AMERICA).


Why didn't it work?  Why has SIGHTINGS and THE OTHER SIDE let us down (or pestered us)?  


There may be a few reasons.  One is how much money is in a given show's budget.  Limitations can sometimes limit quality, unless the producers are both interested in a quality product and interested in the phenomena.  Another is inexperienced production people, especially those inexperienced with looking at paranormal topics.  Additionally, there's the ratings game.  Unfortunately shows tend to go for the lowest common denominator in the viewing audience, those people who really just want to be tantalized, not informed.  Finally, I think these shows are out there competing with each others for stories and for the people behind the stories.  They are so afraid they will run out that they are being less than selective, going with the first story that comes up that could be somewhat sensational (and often stalling the better, more in-depth, more "paranormal" cases).


What would make sense would be for these shows to hire people with a background in the paranormal, people who have already gained knowledge of the subjects.  If not professionals in the various related fields, I know there are many (if not most) readers of FATE who could add so much more to their shows.  But no, most of the shows seem to want to hire people as researchers and associate producers who know next to nothing, and often care about the same amount.  


However, something very positive has come out of the paranormal dumping ground.  Several of us who do investigations around the country are conversing about these shows and how they have been treating us.  We have come to some agreement about working with these shows, especially about providing them with referrals and information.


It's no longer  a free ride.


I am more than happy to help individuals understand their experiences.  I am not willing to continuously be the paranormal education hotline for researchers who could easily pick up a book (or a magazine like FATE) and absorb information.  I am certainly not interested in helping a show for free when all they can offer me in return is a "promise" that if I can provide them with some people who have had "the experience" then I can get on their show.


So, I and some of my colleagues have decided to stay away from helping those shows unless they pay us for our expertise.  That may sound mercenary and very "what's in it for me?" but imagine yourself getting incessant calls pumping you for information which doesn't even make its mark on their final product.  


Of course, we will be happy to cooperate with shows where we feel there will be a quality product, or where the educational and informational needs of the public will be met. And we'll be happy to do shows if it looks like the experience of doing the show will be fun.  


As readers of a magazine which covers the same topics of these shows, you can have an impact.  Write letters if these shows do a bad job and offer suggestions of how to fix things.  By all means tell them when they do a good job (so they can hopefully do more of the same).


I am truly disappointed in the way TV has generally treated the paranormal this year.  The promise was there.  It still is.  But TV has a long way to go.  We can only hope.


In the meantime, there's still THE X-FILES (and has anybody else heard the rumor that Dan Curtis is trying to bring back KOLCHAK?

