








The ideomotor effect is also involved in other 
paranormal and pseudoscientific divination 
methods, including talking boards, facilitated 
communication, and automatic writing. It also 
appears in some pseudoscientific methods for 
diagnosing disease.
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If you’re not trying to find water or mineral 
deposits, the question of dowsing’s 
effectiveness may seem trivial. Dowsing is 
seen by many as an antiquated and harmless 
belief. But it has recently been used in 
applications that can have drastic and even 
fatal consequences.

One example is the ADE 651 remote substance 
detector. The simple device is nothing but a 
dowsing rod with sophisticated-looking but 
useless accessories. Thousands have been 
sold for use as explosives detectors in some of 
the world’s most dangerous war zones. Most 
famously, advisors from both the U.S. and 
British governments helped the Iraqi security 
forces put the detectors to use sweeping for 
bombs at security checkpoints. 

The James Randi Educational Foundation 
recognized that a fraud was being committed, 
warned officials, and worked to raise public 
awareness about the ineffective detectors. 
The JREF offered to give the makers of the 
ADE 651 $1 million if they could demonstrate 
that it performed as advertised under 
laboratory conditions. The manufacturer, 
ATSC Limited, never accepted the challenge. 
Testing done by several independent 
organizations, including the respected Sandia 
National Laboratories, confirmed that the 
ADE 651 was incapable of detecting bombs or 
anything else.

Unfortunately, the Iraqi government 
purchased nearly 1,000 of these worthless 
bomb detectors at a total cost of over 
$80 million. It is unknown how many lives 
have been lost as a result of this costly scam. 

Fig. 5 [background] Ouija™ Board

Fig. 6 ADE 651
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Steps 1-4:
Dowsing rod assembly

Follow these instructions to make your own set of 
dowsing rods and test their effectiveness. 

SUPPLIES

•	 36 inches of 14-gauge or 16-gauge uncoated  
metal wire

•	 two ink pens with removable tip, ink tube,  
and cap 

•	 wire cutters 

•	 metal file 

•	 pliers 

•	 six coffee cups with lids

•	 six bottles of water

INSTRUCTIONS

1.	 Using the wire cutters, cut the metal wire into two 
18-inch lengths. File down any sharp spots on the 
cut ends.

2.	 Measure six inches from one end of one of the cut 
pieces of wire. At this point, use the pliers to bend 
the wire 90 degrees to form an “L” shape. Repeat 
with the other wire.

3.	 Using pliers, remove tips, ink tubes, and caps from 
pens, leaving just the hollow outer tubes.

4.	 Place the six-inch section of your wire rods into 
the hollow pen tubes. Use the tubes as handles, 
allowing the rods to move freely.

5.	 Your dowsing rods are ready. To use them, move 
around the area you want to search, keeping the 
rods parallel to the ground and about 10 inches 
apart. According to dowsers, the rods will cross 
each other forming an “X” when you are close to 
the object or substance you are searching for.

6.	 Someone not participating in the experiment 
should place twenty clear water bottles around 
the room on the floor. Half should contain water 
and half should be empty. Make sure that there is 
an equal distribution of water/no water in terms of 
distance from the dowser’s starting point.

7.	 Walk around the room holding your dowsing rods 
as described above. Do the rods cross when they 
are over a bottle of water? Crossing rods over full 

try it!
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bottles are “hits.” If the rods fail to cross in close proximity to a full bottle or do cross when over 
an empty bottle, record a “miss.” This should be repeated several times. Determine the number 
of trails to be conducted by each participant before the experiment begins (more is better). Make 
sure to use the same number of trials for each subject. Have others try this and compare your 
results.

8.	 Try it again but without being able to see which bottles contain water. Repeat step six, but this time 
use opaque closed containers. Again, half should be filled with water and half should be empty. 
Make sure the dowsers cannot detect the contents. They should be completely opaque and not be 
“sweating.” Styrofoam coffee cups work best.

9.	 Attempt to use the dowsing rods to determine which cups contain water by repeating step seven. 
Run the same numbers of trials using the same criteria for “hits” and “misses.”

How did you do? Compare your accuracy in locating visible water and hidden water. 

Did you see the ideomotor effect in action? 

glossary
Automatic Writing 
Writing that is produced by a writer who claims to have had no conscious control over the content. 
Proponents of automatic writing believe that the writing is influenced by outside spiritual sources or 
subconscious thoughts. 
Cartography
The art and science of making maps.

Controls
Elements of a study that eliminate alternative explanations for findings. 

Empirical Evidence 
An observation or set of observations that provide support for a claim or fact.

Facilitated Communication
A process in which one person supports the arm or hand of a severely disabled person, moving it over 
a keyboard or other pointing device. Proponents of facilitated communication claim that this process 
allows the disabled person to communicate, but careful scientific studies suggest that the helper is 
producing the resulting words, either consciously or unconsciously.

Hydrology
The study of the distribution, movement, and quality of water sources.

Ideomotor Effect
A psychological phenomenon where people make subtle subconscious movements based on 
expectations or suggestion.

Occult
Secret practices in the areas of magic, mysticism, astrology, or other supernatural systems for gaining 
knowledge.
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Paranormal
Explanations for events and phenomena that are inconsistent with our scientific understanding of 
nature. When carefully examined, paranormal claims are often shown to be misinterpretations or 
misunderstandings of normal events.
Examples include psychic powers, ghosts, alien visitations, and divination.

skeptical
Cautiously suspending judgment on a claim until sufficient evidence has been presented. 

supernatural
Not existing in our observable universe or explainable by natural laws. Ghosts, spells, and spirits are 
all examples of things described as supernatural.

talking Board (or ouija™ Board)
A flat board typically marked with the letters of the alphabet and the numbers 0-9. The user moves a 
small heart-shaped plastic or wood piece (called a planchette) around the board with their fingers, 
selecting various letters and producing phrases. Believers claim this is a means for communicating 
with the spirit world. 
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teacher’s module notes
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teacher’s module notes
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