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The Yin-Yang of Spirituality: An
GUESTEDITORIAL Introduction to the Special Issue

Carrie Childs The concept of spirituality has a long and winding history. The term is rooted in Chris-
tianity, where “the spiritual” was initially contrasted with that “of the flesh,” meaning ev-
erything that is contrary to the Spirit of God. The “spiritual person” was someone who
lived under the influence of the Spirit of God and had “the mind of Christ” (1 Corinthians
2:15-16). In contrast, “the flesh profits nothing,” meaning that there is no hope of sal-
vation or spiritual insight that can be achieved through human effort. Throughout the
Middle Ages, the “spiritual” was living in line with a set of Christian values regulated and
controlled through the centralized power of the Church. The grip of the Church eventually
eroded through a series of crises from the Black Death, famine, the breakdown of the feu-
dal system, the rise of Protestantism, and the fall of the Holy Roman Empire. Spirituality,
in turn, shifted from the authority of the Church to an internal experience that included
the mental aspects of life (Sheldrake, 2013).

In the 21st century, the concept of spirituality strayed from its conventional religious
foundation and is now understood as a broad and multifaceted concept. In Western coun-
tries particularly, people increasingly identify as spiritual but not religious and are turn-
Chris Howard ing towards secular and more individual forms of spirituality (Fuller, 2001). These include
University of Derby diverse practices such as fasting to achieve control over one’s desires and senses for the
sake of spiritual transformation, seeking spiritual experiences in nature to appreciate the
beauty and interconnectedness of the natural world, and astrology as a spiritual tool to
develop a deeper understanding of the self and the world. The task of providing a true
definition of spirituality is a “moving target,” as definitions continue to shift and expand
(Bregman, 2020), although most researchers broadly characterize it as the search for, or
communion with, the sacred (Kapuscinski & Masters, 2010; Pargament et al., 2013). We are
therefore left to understand how this notion of spirituality— as manifested via attitudes,
beliefs, or experiences— has been studied and explored within an extensive research lit-
erature.

An overwhelming dominance of research has explored the “positive” or efficacious
aspects of spirituality on psychological well-being and health-related behaviors (Bozek
et al,, 2020). The take-home message is that the more spiritual that we claim to be, the
better we tend to feel about ourselves. Spirituality has thus become a bedrock of the
“positive sciences” where the darker aspects of human existence are disavowed in favor
of how our spiritual life can be probed and poked as a variable to find how best it can
https://doi.org/10.31275/20233231  improve our health and welfare (Roussiau et al. 2023). These assumptions are embedded
within popular culture and the self-help industry, where spirituality has exclusively been
A _ aligned with improving one’s well-being. As Humphrey (2015) noted, “the literature is
Creative Commons License 4.0.

8 CC-BY-NC. Attribution required.  "@plete with monopolar models which celebrate only the light and love awaiting spiritual

University of Derby
orcid.org/0000-0002-5199-9710

PLATINUM OPEN ACCESS

No commercial use. seekers” (p 2377)
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But this perspective is arguably short-sighted, as an
awareness of the darker side to spirituality helps provide
a more holistic understanding and appreciation of the
human condition. There is a dialectical tension at play in
spirituality, where a path to enlightenment and salvation
is riddled with sacrifice and sometimes self-destruction. In
this sense, there is no “yin” without “yang.” This is exempli-
fied in the 2019 film Saint Maude, directed by Rose Glass.
Katie, who refers to herself as Maud, is a devout Christian
who works as a palliative care nurse in a seaside town in
Britain for an ex-dancer, Amanda, who is dying of cancer.
Amanda lives a life of excess and often mocks Maud’s spir-
ituality. Maude draws on her spirituality to give her per-
sonal strength, but by the end (sorry for spoilers), she sets
herself on fire for the “glory of God” and is left screaming in
agony as she burns alive. Here, we have spirituality literally
engulfed in both positivity and negativity; we cannot sim-
ply neglect one for the other. It is at this juncture, to pro-
vide a counterbalance, that we are interested in the darker
side of spirituality.

Distinctions have likewise been made between healthy
and pathological spirituality, with the latter being practices
that cause harm to oneself or others (Crowley & Jenkinson,
2009). For instance, consider Persinger’s (1997) study that
strikingly found “of the men who reported a religious ex-
perience, attended church weekly, and displayed elevated
complex partial epileptic like signs (5.7% of 629 surveyed
males), 44% stated they would kill another person if God told
them to do so” (p. 128, emphasis added). Other sobering
examples of stress and suffering in spirituality abound, in-
cluding different forms of “ecstatic pain” related to fasting,
celibacy, tattoos, fire walking, body mortification, blood-
letting, snake handling, or self-flagellation. Extreme rituals
like these and others are not limited to arcane cults but
can be found within the mystery traditions in Christianity,
Islam, and Judaism, as well as the customs of some secular
communities (Xygalatas, 2022).

Relatedly, Glucklich (2014) reviewed a broad selec-
tion of mystical writings to identify two fundamental di-
mensions in ecstatic mystical experience —a feeling of
self-transcendence and an extremely high level of positive
affect. It seems that “pain” is instrumental in promoting
both experiences and is thus extremely pervasive among
mystics who report ecstatic states of consciousness. On a
more practical level, Xygalatas et al. (2019) reported that
some extreme rituals even serve as culturally-prescribed
remedies for a variety of maladies, and especially those re-
lated to mental health. Other times, the prosocial effects
of darker expressions or activities of spirituality facilitate
social bonding (e.g., Munson et al., 2014) or the moral
cleansing of collective groups (e.g., Mitkidis et al., 2017).
This view echoes Hobson et al. (2018), who characterized

journalofscientificexploration.org
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the function of rituals in terms of regulating emotions, per-
formance goal states, and social connection.

Darker forms of spirituality also include the concept
of “offensive spirituality,” which refers to presenting one-
self as “spiritually developed” to induce a false sense of su-
periority and using spiritual practices in a way that limits
someone else’s actions or choices (Battista, 1996). You can
see this played out with sex and death cults that function
through “prophetic and enlighted” leaders. The Jonestown
massacre in 1978 is a harrowing reminder of the power of
words when spoken from the mouths of cult leaders. When
Jim Jones uttered the words “drink the Kool-Aid,” it sparked
a mass suicide of over 900 people. Offensive spirituality,
therefore, functions through the cult leader as an ego-ideal
for their followers who is instilled as a “father” (it is not
surprising then that we find most cult leaders are men)
that lays down the law and offers a means of identification.
The image of the cult leader becomes one to emulate and
aspire to for the followers. This is well recognized within
the make-up of cults themselves, for example, The Family
International’s (formerly Children of God) “Love Charter”
has devised a scoring system which measures members’
spiritual and practical progress within the group and their
willingness to follow leadership.

Cultic groups (typically referred to in the research lit-
erature as psychologically manipulative groups) have been
extensively studied within psychology and related fields
(e.g., Castafio et al., 2022, Stein, 2021) and are a very real
social phenomena with significant psychological, social and
legal implications. The cult, as discussed above, needs the
symbolic father figure who gives spiritual enlightenment
and commands the sacrifice of the body of their followers
in a ritualized act (e.g., sex orgies or mass suicide). The cult,
therefore, functions through a ‘give and take, but there are
other forms of dark spirituality that are cannibalistic in na-
ture and operate purely through consumption. It is to this
end we see the emergence of the “energy vampire,” a met-
aphorical concept which has entered common parlance
and refers to people who are typically close to us, such as
friends, family, or coworkers, who either consciously or
unconsciously feed off others’ emotional or mental ener-
gy. The concept has been reified, and energy vampires are
positioned as a threat to spiritual and emotional health,
as they leave us feeling drained and despondent, forgetful
of who we are and what our purpose is. Energy vampire
characteristics include always wanting to be the center of
attention, lacking empathy, and blaming others for every-
thing.

The energy vampire has become a popular device in
film and TV, for example, with the character of Colin Robin-
son played by Mark Proksch in the series What We Do In The
Shadows, exemplifying this. There is the use of both met-
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aphor and metonymy where Colin works (both financially
and to feed) in the corporate world by draining the life of
his co-workers through extended monologues during the
daily grind of routines when at the water machine, filing
cabinet, or by the printer. The energy vampire symbolical-
ly serves as a means of draining the life from us, just like
working through the repetition of boring activities. Navi-
gating energy vampires is a huge issue in pop psychology,
which is awash with signs to watch out for and strategies
to banish energy vampires. For example, Alla Svirinskaya
(2019), energy healer to the stars, described energy as “a
precious part of your identity” (back cover, emphasis add-
ed). She recommended that to ward off energy vampires,
people discover their own auras and tune into the auras of
others, being alert to all negativities. The energy vampire,
nonetheless, has become a spirituality focused on self-
growth and enjoyment from feeding and draining of the
desires, hopes, and goals of others. Given the 21 century
focus on the individual and self-growth, where we are told
to look after “Number 1,” the energy vampire comes as no
surprise as it feels like a symptom of how we presently live.

This Winter 2023 Special Issue provides the forum to
explore what darker spiritualties entail in the modern era.
The editorial has set the scene with the mutation of dark
spiritualities from their religious origins that provided a
moral compass on how to live our lives. We have argued
that dark spiritualities take different forms, from cults to
energy vampires, and are reproduced in films and modern
culture. Whilst these darker spiritualties are secular in the
21t century, they still retain an ethical focus on how best
to take care of oneself. The answer seemingly tends toward
self-sacrifice or the sacrifice of others for your own self-
growth. It is a “dog eat dog” world, and at this juncture,
the special issue takes up the challenge of addressing how
these darker spiritualties appear and function, what they
tell us about people, our spiritual beliefs, and the wider
culture to which we belong. The topics and contexts pre-
sented across the papers are both broad and diverse in
scope, ranging from demonic possession, dark tourism,
death exposure to hypnotic sessions, but they retain a fo-
cus on darker spirituality that pulls them together.
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HIGHLIGHTS

Dark and paranormal tourism involves secular-looking, commercial activities with char-
acteristics that can create intense spiritual experiences.

ABSTRACT

Paranormal tourism is a lucrative market offering visitors the opportunity to engage with
enchanting experiences and stories in destinations around the world. Specifically, ghost
tourism connects people to the dead (and death) through dark narratives, supernatural
legends, and participatory experiences. Previous scholarship has suggested that ghost
tourism exhibits characteristics of dark tourism (by visiting dark places) and spiritual
tourism (by engaging in spiritual practices); however, this relationship has not been fully
explored. The purpose of this conceptual paper is to consider where the experiential
and motivational characteristics of dark, spiritual, and paranormal tourism converge,
and to consider whether this convergence produces a dark spiritual experience for
consumers. Three dimensions are identified as contributing towards the degree of
dark experience offered by ghost tourism: place, promotion and production, and
participation. To conclude, a Dark Spiritual Experience Spectrum is proposed, illustrating
the characteristics of each dimension and their influence on the degree of dark spiritual
experience offered to consumers. It is argued that these dimensions have the potential
to impact the tourist experience, influence visitor motivations, and, consequently, drive
an evolving paranormal market.

KEYWORDS

Paranormal tourism, spiritual tourism, dark tourism, ghost tourism, place, dark spiri-
tuality.

paranormal alone is complex (Waskul & Eaton, 2018) and
may encompass a wide variety of beliefs and experiences,

Paranormal tourism has grown exponentially in re-
cent years (Bader, Baker & Mencken, 2017; Obradovi¢ et
al., 2021). Driven by a growing consumer market for the
supernatural and otherworldly, a wide variety of tourism,
events, and hospitality experiences have emerged, offer-
ing visitors the opportunity to engage in an evolving ‘en-
chantment economy’ (Houran et al., 2020, p. 18). The term
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including psi, after death communication, reincarnation,
UFOs, and mythical creatures. In the context of tourism,
it is considered a form of special interest or niche tourism
in which people visit places “that embody belief systems
beyond normal rational views” (Pharino, Pearce & Price,
2018, p. 21). Under the umbrella of paranormal tourism
sits a range of potential travel experiences, which may in-
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clude the search for UFOs, Bigfoot, mythical animals, and
ghosts. For business and destinations, the supernatural
offers a unique opportunity for branding and experiential
diversification (Davies, 2007; Houran et al., 2020). For
cities and towns, ghost tours provide an opportunity to
present the history and culture of a location through a
spectral lens. Roswell, Transylvania, and Salem all pro-
vide examples of places transformed by the commodifi-
cation of supernatural legends (Candrea et al., 2016; Gen-
carella, 2007; Light, 2007; Meehan, 2008). Hotels may
brand themselves based on their haunted status, and the
events industry has capitalized on the desire for immer-
sive experiences that cater to a supernatural theme. The
paranormal industry is lucrative, offering the potential
for significant revenue (Houran et al., 2020) and brand
personality (Hill et al., 2018; 2019). As Hill et al. (2018)
define, ghostly narratives have enduring qualities that
are versatile, adaptable, participatory in nature, univer-
sal, and scalable (VAPUS), which make them particularly
well-suited to the tourism market. Furthermore, the im-
mersive and participatory nature of paranormal tourism
aligns it with a growing consumer trend for experiential
and transformative experiences (Houran et al., 2020; Pine
& Gilmore, 1999).

Arguably, ghost tourism has received the greatest
attention from academic scholarship and may be defined
as “the desire to encounter ghosts, interest in the super-
natural, and visitation of places associated with the spirit
world such as cemeteries, haunted houses, castles, and
historic towns” (Garcia, 2012, p. 14). The tourism, hospi-
tality, and events industry have evolved to accommodate
ghost tourism, offering “leisure, investigation, services,
products, or conventions” (Haynes, 2016, p. 3) across
a range of experiences and venues, including historic
buildings, hotels, restaurants, museums, and tours (Iron-
side, 2018; Houran et al., 2020). Popular forms of ghost
tourism include ghost tours/ walks, which guide visitors
around cities or buildings relaying the supernatural leg-
ends, and ghost hunting (or paranormal investigations),
which invite visitors to ‘experience ghosts’ through a
combination of spiritual and pseudo-scientific practice
(Ironside, 2016). While novelty and entertainment are
considered factors for participation in ghost tourism
(Garcia, 2012; Thompson, 2008), scholars have also ob-
served more complex motivations that connect ghost
tourism to aspects of dark and spiritual tourism. Educa-
tion and learning about past events (Gentry, 2007; Hol-
loway, 2010), confronting mortality and difficult heritage
(Ironside, 2018), spiritual questing and the affirmation of
belief and experience (Eaton, 2015; Ironside, 2018), and
the search for emotional and cognitive experiences (Dan-
causa, Hernandez & Pérezc, 2020) may all pull visitors
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towards ghost tourism. Additionally, a general interest
in visiting dark places (Garcia, 2012; Thompson, 2010),
the type of experience and guide hosting the event (Hol-
loway, 2010; Krisjanous & Carruthers, 2018; Thompson,
2010), the popularity and propensity of the stories (Hill,
2011; Hill et al, 2019) and the attraction and organization
of the experience (Dancausa et al., 2020), have also been
considered pull-factors.

Pharino, Pearce, and Price (2018) framed paranormal
tourism as a travel phenomenon overlapping aspects of
dark and spiritual tourism. The historic routes of ghost
tourism in the Spiritualist era (Holzhauser, 2015), its as-
sociation with a rising spiritual quest culture, and ability
to evoke meaningful spiritual encounters (Eaton, 2015),
illustrate its connection to some of the characteristics of
spiritual tourism. Likewise, the tendency for ghost tour-
ism to be intertwined with dark narratives and human
tragedy connect it with the wider dark tourism industry
(Houran et al., 2020; Ironside, 2018; Garcia, 2012; Shar-
pley & Stone, 2009). However, while the relationship be-
tween paranormal, spiritual, and dark tourism has been
implied, an examination of the points of convergence be-
tween these concepts has yet to be fully explored. This
paper seeks to rectify this gap in the scholarship and to
conceptualize where the (1) experiential and (2) motiva-
tional characteristics of dark tourism, spiritual tourism,
and paranormal converge. In doing so, this paper consid-
ers whether this convergence produces a dark spiritual
experience for consumers, which drives an evolving para-
normal market. Due to the connection between ghost
tourism, dark tourism, and spiritual practice, this study
will focus on ghost tourism as a specific subset of para-
normal tourism.

Death, Ghosts, and Dark Tourism

Haunted places are generally considered to have a
dark, uncanny, or morbid connection. As Eaton (2019)
considers, our understanding of haunted spaces emerg-
es from pre-existing cultural representations in folklore
and the media. Traditionally, these narratives affirm that
hauntings occurin places of “war, slavery, untimely death,
criminal activities, or burial” (p3) and may occur due to
“improper burial, traumatic or sudden death, unfinished
business, revenge, and attachment to material objects,
among other causes” (p2). It is unsurprising, then, that
dark tourism and paranormal tourism are interconnected.

Visiting sites associated with death have been re-
ferred to as “black spot tourism” (Rojek, 1993), “mor-
bid tourism” (Blom, 2000), and “thanatourism” (Seaton,
1996). It has also been linked to an established body of
literature concerning ‘dissonant heritage’ (Tunbridge &
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Ashworth, 1996) and explored contextually in relation to
specific subsets of heritage tourism, including battlefield
tourism (Baldwin & Sharpley, 2009), Holocaust tourism
(Beech, 2000), and prison tourism (Barton & Brown,
2015). In their seminal paper, Foley and Lennon (1996)
introduced the term dark tourism, which they defined as
“the presentation and consumption (by visitors of real
and commodified) of death and disaster sites” (p.198). In
the same special issue, Seaton (1996) introduced the term
thanatourism as “travel to a location wholly, or partially,
motivated by the desire for actual or symbolic encoun-
ters with death, particularly, but not exclusively, violent
death” (p.240). Thus, while the two terms share similar-
ities, thanatourism has become more narrowly focused
on sites specifically associated with death, whereas dark
tourism encapsulates a wider array of places connected
to death and suffering. Over the years, the suitability of
the term dark tourism has been critiqued and debated
(see Light, 2017), yet it has gained scholarly traction. Due
to its ability to capture a wider breadth of death-related
travel phenomenon, dark tourism will be used for the pur-
poses of this study.

Lennon and Foley (2000) theorize that dark tourism
is predominantly a postmodern phenomenon. They argue
that visiting sites of death is a contemporary practice and
links to events in living memory. However, as Light (2017)
considers, this perspective has received criticism since
its conceptualization. Travel to witness or contemplate
death (“thantopsis”) is considered to have a much longer
history (Seaton, 1996; 2009; Bowman & Pezzullo, 2010).
The gladiatorial games, pilgrimage, and public execution
are often cited as examples of people traveling to bear
witness to the death of others. However, despite argu-
ments that thantopsis has influenced travel throughout
history, it is also recognized that contemporary society
has changed the nature of death-related travel consump-
tion. Stone (2018) considered this to be a “spectaculari-
sation” of death, “in which significant death of Others is
commodified as a spectacle within visitor economies and,
subsequently, consumed as tourist experiences” (p. 190).
As a result, the dark tourism economy has evolved, offer-
ing a range of tourism experiences in different death-re-
lated sites from those with a more educational focus
(such as visiting Auschwitz-Birkenau) to those with an
entertainment lens (such as ghost tours or horror-themed
events).

As a result, scholars have sought to unpack the com-
plexities of contemporary dark tourism. Strange and Kem-
pa (2003) proposed that there may be multiple shades of
darkness across dark tourism sites, Miles (2002) also dis-
tinguished between ‘dark’, ‘darker’, and the ‘darkest’ sites
dependent on the authenticity of a location. Places in
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which dark tourism emerges have formed a considerable
focus of research as scholars seek to unpack nuances at
the supply-end of dark tourism. Stone’s (2006) typology
is perhaps most notable in this regard, presenting a spec-
trum of dark tourism supply. He proposes that a contin-
uum of dark tourism exists in which those sites of death
and suffering are located at the darkest end compared to
those associated with death and suffering at the lightest
end. Along this spectrum, Stone identifies binaries relat-
ed to authenticity, time from the event, education/ enter-
tainment, and the level of power and ideological signifi-
cance. Due to the commodification of ghostly narratives
for entertainment purposes, paranormal tourism is often
positioned towards the lighter end of Stone’s dark tour-
ism spectrum (Garcia, 2012; Wyatt, Leask & Barron, 2021).

Examination of dark tourism supply and an attempt
to classify sites dominated early research. However, as
Ashworth and Isaac (2015) note, distinguishing between
different types of dark tourism through a supply-lens has
been hindered by a lack of investigation into visitor expe-
rience and behaviour. As they state:

The fatal flaw in these attempts to impose a
system of classification upon tourism sites, first
separating them into discrete dichotomy of dark
from light and then sub-classifying in an increas-
ingly complex hierarchical system, is that the
same site evokes different experiences for differ-
ent visitors — simply, what one visitor finds dark,
another does not. (p318)

Others have also noted the lack of focus on the de-
mand of dark tourism (Isaac & Cakmak, 2014; Lennon &
Foley, 2000; Stone & Sharpley, 2008), leading to a grow-
ing body of research exploring tourist experience, behav-
ior, and motivation.

In particular, the departure of dark tourism from
the usual hedonistic motives associated with tourism
has fascinated researchers (Biran & Buda, 2018). Natu-
rally, dark tourism’s association with death, suffering,
and macabre subjects led to an assumption that a mor-
bid curiosity or fascination with death would be needed
to visit such places. Indeed, dark tourism has been con-
sidered by some to be a deviant behavior (Biran & Poria
2012; Stone & Sharpley 2013). However, while an interest
in death has been noted as a potential motivating factor
(Stone & Sharpley, 2009), it is by far the sole, or promi-
nent motivation documented in contemporary studies. As
Chanuanthong and Batra (2016) determine, a wide range
of motivations may exist that ‘push’ and ‘pull’ visitors to-
wards dark tourism attractions. Push factors may include
education, historic awareness, fact-finding, commemo-
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ration, and the search for national and cultural identity
(Baidwann, 2022; Dunkley, Morgan, & Westwood, 2011;
Farmaki, 2013; Hall, Basarin, & Lockstone-Binney, 2010).
While pull factors may be influenced by the media, curi-
osity, patriotism, personal heritage, or family ties (Foley
& Lennon, 1996; Hyde & Harman, 2011; Isaac & Cakmak,
2014; Kokkranikal et al., 2015). The popularisation of sites
of dark tourism through film, TV, and social media chan-
nels also plays a considerable role in putting dark tour-
ism ‘on the map’ as well as shedding light on the term
dark tourism in popular discourse (Lewis, Schrier, & Xu,
2021). Furthermore, ghosts may act as a draw to places
of dark tourism (Pharino, Pearce, & Price, 2018). Ghosts
may form part of the wider “spectro-geography” of dark
places, manifesting through the troubled memories, ma-
terials, and landscapes of a location (McCormack, 2010).
Yet, dark places may also become haunted through their
association with literal ghosts due to their dark heritage
narratives and spiritual connection to the spaces of the
deceased.

Spirituality, Spiritualism, and Tourism

Spirituality is closely associated with religiosity
or religiousness (Zinnbauer et al., 1997). Both connect
to ideas of the sacred and belief, and religion may also
provide a framework through which spirituality emerges
(Gall, Malette, & Guirguis-Younger, 2011). Spirituality has,
however, come to be understood in its own terms, both
conceptually and in general discourse. In Roof’s (2001)
study, he noted a growing subset of the population that
recognized themselves as “spiritual but not religious”
While both are associated with some form of personal
belief, Zinnbauer et al. (1997) observed that religion was
more highly associated with formal structure, including
religious institutions, rituals, and practices. Spirituali-
ty, on the other hand, is often described in personal and
experiential terms and may include characteristics such
as: a belief system, the search for purpose, connection,
self-transcendence and wholeness, existential reality
or meaning and way of being in life, and the presence
of a unifying force or energy (Chiu et al., 2004; Delgado,
2005). As Johnston and Mayers (2005, p. 386) put it:

Spirituality can be defined as the search for
meaning and purpose in life, which may or may
not be related to a belief in God or some form
of higher power. For those with no conception
of supernatural belief, spirituality may relate to
the notion of a motivating life force, which in-
volves an integration of the dimensions of mind,
body and spirit. This personal belief or faith also
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shapes an individual’s perspective on the world
and is expressed in the way that he or she lives
life. Therefore, spirituality is experienced through
connectedness to God/a higher being; and /or by
one’s relationships with self, others or nature.

As such, while spirituality may relate to aspects of
religion, it may also sit outside of a religious framework.
In its place, however, has emerged an evolving spiritual
marketplace that caters towards a growing consumer
sensibility to engage in practices and activities that pro-
vide spiritual exploration (Eaton, 2015; Roof, 2001).

Spiritual tourism is recognized as an important and
growing sector within the wider travel industry. As Heelas
and Woodhead (2005) acknowledged, travel has become
an important practice in an emerging spiritual market-
place. Despite arguments that tourism is a relatively
superficial and frivolous affair grounded in in-authen-
tic experiences or ‘pseudo-events’ (Boorstin, 1964), it is
argued that tourism may exhibit complex, spiritual mo-
tives (MacCannell, 1973; Cohen, 1979). Notably, MacCan-
nell (1973) first recognized the ritual aspects of tourism,
which he argues “absorbs some of the social functions of
religion into the modern world” (p. 589). In their Special
Issue, The Search for spirituality in Tourism: Toward a Con-
ceptual Framework for spiritual tourism, Cheer, Belhassen,
and Kujawa (2017) situate the growth in spiritual tourism
within a wider cultural shift towards ‘reflexive spirituality’
(Roof, 2001) in which the boundaries and doctrines that
have traditionally defined spiritual practice are reduced
or removed. As they discuss, spiritual tourism is well-po-
sitioned to offer opportunities in which, “individuals can
examine, consider and practice spirituality...in a way that
is not always available in daily life” (Cheer, Belhassen, &
Kujawa, 2017, p. 252). The growth and commodification
of Yoga tourism (Bowers & Cheer, 2017), drug tourism
(Prayag et al., 2016), and meditation retreats (Norman &
Pokorny, 2017) offer clear examples. Spiritual tourism is,
therefore, disentangled from religious tourism by multi-
ple authors who recognize a distinction between religious
and spiritual motives (Cheer et al., 2017; Kujawa, 2017;
Wilson, McIntosh & Zahra, 2013). In their conceptual
framework for spiritual tourism, Cheer, Belhassen, and
Kujawa (2017), argue that spiritual drivers are grounded
in secular motivations that focus on the self, including
wellness, adventure, self-development, and recreation. In
contrast, religious drivers are influenced by motivations
of religious observance, cultural performance, reaffir-
mation of identity, and ritualized practice. Furthermore,
spiritual drivers are highly commodified and packaged
compared to religious drivers, which are highly institu-
tionalized. Halim, Tatoglu, and Hanefar (2021) support
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this, illustrating a ‘Religious-Spiritual Tourism Continu-
um’ in which religiosity is associated with visiting places
of sacred significance and spirituality being more closely
aligned with the search for personal meaning. On review
of multiple studies, they propose a conceptual framework
for spiritual tourism which recognizes seven key themes:
meaning/ purpose in life, consciousness, transcendence,
spiritual resources, self-determination, reflection - soul
purification, and spiritual coping.

Place is a central component for spiritual tourists. As
Cohen (1979) denotes, tourists seeking alternative spir-
itual experiences out with mainstream religious belief
(i.e., “experimental tourists”) do so by engaging with au-
thentic spaces and the practices of “others.” The character
and authenticity of a place may also render it to have a
distinctive “spiritual geography” (Henderson, 1993), “sa-
cred” (Sharma, 2022), or “magical” (Singleton, 2017) qual-
ities that evoke extraordinary and meaningful personal
encounters. As multiple studies have shown, spiritual
experiences may arise in a variety of places, including
(although not exclusively) routes of traditional pilgrimage
(Lopez, Gonzalez & Fernandez, 2017), natural landscapes
(Bremer, 2021) and heritage sites (di Giovine, 2021). Spir-
itual experience may also be evoked in places associated
with dark tourism by bringing visitors in close proximi-
ty to death to reflect, commemorate, and form connec-
tions with the dead (Hosseini, Cortes-Macias, & Almei-
da-Garcia, 2022). It is in these dark places that ghost
tourism has emerged, offering individuals the opportuni-
ty “to pursue spiritual meaning in their own ways” (Ea-
ton, 2015, p. 409) by harnessing a multitude of discourses
across science, New Age belief, and the decline of orga-
nized religion. In particular, the historic routes of ghost
tourism in the Spiritualist movement of the nineteenth
century continue to influence discourse and practices,
including the use of mediumship, seances, and spiritual
cleansing to invoke connections with the spirit world (Ea-
ton, 2015). Like other spiritual spaces, dark places may
become sacred spaces (Seaton, 1999; Sharma, 2020),
which engender meaningful and transformative personal
experiences (Dunkley, 2011). Indeed, Hanks (2015) recog-
nizes ghost tourism, and especially the commercial ghost
hunt, as a form of secular pilgrimage, providing the op-
portunity for individuals to visit places that may trans-
form them from a non-believer into a believer in ghosts.
As such, dark tourism and spiritual tourism may intersect
in their experiential and place-bound offering to travel-
ers.

Previous studies have generally focused on the con-
nection between spirituality and tourism as being bene-
ficial, particularly in relation to personal well-being and
psychological development (Coghlan, 2015; Morgan,
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2010). Others have recognized connectedness (Fisher,
Francis, & Johnson, 2000; Jarrat & Sharpley, 2017; Stein-
er & Reisinger, 2006), spiritual growth (Heintzman, 2013;
Robledo, 2015), self-awareness (Little & Schmidt, 2006)
and altruism (Smith & Diekmann, 2017) as important out-
comes. In these studies, the leisure activities that have
led to these outcomes have been grounded in pleasant,
wholesome, or awe-inspiring environments. Jarratt and
Sharpley (2017), for instance, explore spiritual tourist
experiences at the seaside, whereas Heintzman (2013)
examined spiritual retreat centers. However, the dimen-
sions of spiritual tourism, as recognized by Halim, Tato-
glu, and Hanefar (2021), may also be found in environ-
ments that are considered uncomfortable, challenging, or
‘darker’ in nature. Examples of this may be found in forms
of tourism that encompass physical and mental challeng-
es. Kunchamboo and Little (2022) observe this amongst
ecotourists who seek out risk and challenge within natu-
ral environments to strengthen a sense of self. Likewise,
mountain-based adventure tourism has been linked to
eudaimonic well-being development (Ritpanitchajchaval,
Ashton, and Apollo, 2023). Yet while these experiences
may be challenging, unlike ghost tourism, they do not (ex-
plicitly at least) illicit encounters with content or places
which may be considered ‘dark’ in nature.

Dark Spiritual Places

Like all forms of tourism, ghost tourism involves trav-
el from one place to another (Gilbert, 2004). The desir-
ability of place, therefore, plays a significant role in the
potential success of attractions and destinations. Place,
however, is a complex, multifaceted concept (Creswell,
2015). While it may be determined geographically, dif-
ferent meanings and an alternative sense of place may
emerge through our social interactions within it (Massey,
2005). Places are, therefore, not static concepts; they
are constantly in movement (Hjorth & Pink, 2014). Para-
normal places are, therefore, not intrinsically strange or
otherworldly, but may become so through socially con-
structed practices. A process akin to the “sacralization”
of sacred spaces recognized by Sharma (2022) - a “para-
normalization”. As Edwards (2019) observes, paranormal
media plays a considerable role in transforming our un-
derstanding of ghosts and the places that they inhabit.
Landscapes may be transmogrified by folklore narratives,
visitor interaction, and contemporary media practices
(Inglis & Holmes, 2003; Houran et al., 2020), which may
lend credibility and authenticity to their haunted reputa-
tion (Eaton, 2019).

Paranormal places have a natural affinity with sites of
dark tourism. This is to say, for places to be authentically
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haunted and for the potential of paranormal experiences
to be realized, they must also be places of “death, suffer-
ing and the seemingly macabre” (Stone, 2006, p. 146),
at least in the case of ghost tourism. Due to this, popu-
lar ghost sites often arise around places of dark heritage,
such as ancient cities, cemeteries, hospitals, prisons, and
asylums (Garcia, 2012; Thompson, 2010). Sobaih and Na-
guib (2022) observe how places such as these possess
distinguished characteristics that build a haunted envi-
ronment for people. This “terroir” (Smith, 2015) may be
constituted by the physical landscape but also the mood,
feeling, history, and stories of a place (Houran et al,
2020; Ironside, 2018). The connection between death and
the potential spiritual aspects of place may also denote
these spaces as sacred or enchanted. As Drinkwater et al.
(2022) considered:

Sacred, enchanted, or haunted spaces can be
understood as psychological constructions built
from situational and sociocultural context, am-
biguous stimuli (i.e., unexpected, unpredictable,
or anomalous), and a supposition of supernatural
or transcendent agency (p. 203).

In this way, haunted spaces share similarities with
spiritual spaces. Drinkwater et al. (2022) draw on the
concept of extraordinary architectural experiences (EAEs)
in their study of paranormal tourism. These spaces, which
may include cathedrals, chapels, temples, and retreats,
can induce psychological shifts and facilitate transforma-
tional experiences (Bermudez, 2009). Similarly, scholars
have observed that the characteristics of paranormal
places can induce experiences of “situational-enchant-
ment” (Drinkwater et al., 2022; Houran et al., 2022). They
hypothesise situational-enchantment as a complex state
of arousal in which competing themes of “Emotional, Sen-
sorial, Timeless, Rational, and Transformative” arousal
emerge. These states may trigger a mixture of both pleas-
ant and unpleasant emotional states. This juxtaposition
of emotions, triggered by the environment, creates a sud-
den, unexpected feeling of connection to a “transcendent
agent or ultimate reality” (p216). A feeling that is evoked
by the sensuous and affective components of haunted
spaces (Holloway, 2006; Matless, 2008). The psycho-
logical impact of haunted places may also influence the
detection and interpretation of subjective (e.g., feelings,
sensations) and objective (e.g., objects moving, sounds)
paranormal experiences (Houran et al., 2023).

However, while spiritual and haunted spaces may
evoke similar feelings of transcendence and enchant-
ment, arguably, places commercialized by the paranormal
industry offer something different to tourists in compar-
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ison to the generally positive, psychological experienc-
es offered by spiritual tourism (Coghlan, 2015; Morgan,
2010). As ghost experiences tend to be associated with
places where the deceased, often tragically, died, there is
a darkness constructed in paranormal places. This may be
particularly true for ghost hunting investigations where
visitors are motivated to interact with the dead in the lo-
cations associated with their deaths. In some cases, this
may be very locale-specific such as a specific room, ob-
ject, or piece of furniture linked to the death of the in-
dividual (Eaton, 2019). Death is, then, part of the terroir
of ghost tourism, contributing to the sensuous and affec-
tive environment, as well as the perceived authenticity of
ghostly narratives and experience.

The darkness of paranormal places is a motivational
factor for tourists choosing to participate in ghost tour-
ism (Garcia, 2012; Thompson, 2010). In addition to an as-
sociation with tragic death, the darkness of paranormal
places may also emerge from the folklore and legends at-
tributed to place. As Ironside (2018) argues, paranormal
tourism evokes forms of legend-tripping to dark places
to experience and ‘test’ the legend. In some places, leg-
ends emerge from historically dark events such as murder
and sacrifice, or supernatural associations to witchcraft
and devil worship. For instance, The Ancient Ram Inn, UK,
a renowned paranormal destination first popularised in
the early-2000s, became a desirable paranormal location
because of its association with pagan sacrifice and series
of reputedly tragic deaths. Likewise, the Amityville House
in Amityville, New York, remains a site of paranormal pil-
grimage due to its associations with the reputed demonic
and paranormal activity linked to the DeFeo murders in
1974. As Dancasua et al. (2020) observe, the type of para-
normal attraction is a strong pull motivation for visitors,
and those attractions that have gained notoriety through
their appearance in the media become popular ‘hotspots’
for paranormal tourism (Hill, 2011; Hill et al., 2018; Hill et
al., 2019; Holloway, 2010; Houran et al., 2020).

It may be hypothesized, therefore, that paranormal
places exist along a continuum of darkness which is con-
structed from (1) the dark narratives associated with its
legends and death history, (2) the historical authenticity
of death in a location and its associated terroir, and (3)
the sacredness of a space and its potential to evoke spiri-
tual connections with the deceased.

Dark Spiritual Promotion and Production

Paranormal media plays an integral role in the pro-
motion of haunted sites (Eaton, 2019; Hill, 2011). Reali-
ty television shows such as Most Haunted and Ghost Ad-
ventures perpetuate folkloric tropes and can transform
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viewers’ understanding of a place and its supernatural
associations (Eaton, 2019; Edwards, 2019). These media
representatives may become part of the “brand identity”
(Davies, 2007, p. 64) of place compelling types of visitors
and commercial activity. The dark history and narratives
of place are regularly drawn upon to shape the uncanny
potential of paranormal places represented in the media.
Likewise, paranormal media draws upon visual and aural
signifiers such as dark narratives, liminal spaces, and un-
settling features to destabilize and frame places in un-
canny ways (Smith & Ironside, 2022). This may influence
how sites become seen, understood, and interpreted by
visitors and may heighten their expectation of a para-
normal experience and enhance their attractiveness for
potential visitors (Houran et al., 2020). As such, while
the ‘promise’ of experiencing a ghost can never truly be
guaranteed, organizations draw on the possibility of ex-
traordinary experiences with the dead in their marketing
and experiential offering (Houran et al., 2020; Ironside,
2018). Some of the most popular paranormal attractions
draw upon particularly dark narratives of human tragedy.
The Lizzie Borden House, a B&B in Massachusetts (USA),
is a well-known paranormal destination which promotes
the gruesome double axe-murder that occurred onsite.
The B&B hosts nightly ghost tours and hunts. Waverley
Hills Sanatorium is reputed to be the site of over 163,000
deaths and hosts a haunted house alongside regular para-
normal tours and events. Each location promotes its dark
history alongside the propensity of spiritual experiences
encountered in the venue. In doing so, human tragedy be-
comes a compelling promotional narrative for enhancing
the reputation and spiritual potential of a location.

The mediatization and commodification of paranor-
mal tourism, however, leaves it open to a mythologizing
of the dead. As Hanks (2010) explores, ghost stories may
become part of a site’s ‘mythico-history’ (Malkki, 1995)
in which the true history underpinning a ghost story and
mythmaking converge. The commercial drive for enter-
tainment in the paranormal industry contributes to the
style and playfulness of how ghost tourism is produced
and delivered (Thompson, 2010). Likewise, the sharing of
ghostly experiences through online platforms provides
the opportunity for engagement and (re)interpretation of
paranormal experiences and haunted places by the peo-
ple that visit (Hill, 2017; Hill et al., 2018; Hill et al, 2019;
Lauro & Paul, 2013). As a result, ghosts and their stories
can be transformed and re(presented) through tourism.
They may even become darker through the production
of new narratives and experiences. As Garcia (2012:
18) observed in her examination of ghost tours in Tole-
do and Edinburgh, tours may rely on the “trivialization
of gore and human suffering” to capture the interest of
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audiences. Likewise, Miles (2015) considered how ghost
tours appropriate and skew historic narratives in favor of
sensational and macabre narratives for commercial gain.
Dark tourism has faced similar criticism (Barton & Brown,
2015; Heuermann & Chhabra, 2014); however, arguably,
the integration of dark histories and supernatural legend
in paranormal places presents an increased opportunity
for the playful interpretation, production and darkening
of ghost stories to appeal to contemporary audiences.

As such, it is hypothesized that the darkness of para-
normal tourism is also influenced by media representa-
tion and commercial production. Paranormal attractions
may become seen and understood as darker through (1)
the scope and propensity of dark histories and spiritual
experience promoted by marketing and the media, and
(2) the degree of (re)interpretation of dark narratives for
experiential purposes.

Dark Spiritual Connection and Experience

Dark tourism encourages a connection with the dead.
Tourists may be compelled to visit sites that connect them
to the deceased and their own personal heritage (Dunk-
ley, Morgan, & Westwood, 2011; Mowatt & Chancellor,
2011). They may also seek a wider connection to the dead
through commemorative practices (Baldwin & Sharpley,
2009; Farmaki, 2013; Hyde & Harman, 2011; Kokkranikal
et al., 2015; Dore, 2006; Hall, Basarin, & Lockstone-Bin-
ney, 2010). This connection to the dead (and death) is
achieved through engagement with learning, knowledge,
and the affective experience of place (Martini & Buda,
2020; Stone, 2012).

Like dark tourists, paranormal tourists are moti-
vated to connect with the dead. As Thompson (2010)
and Drinkwater et al. (2022) note, supernatural settings
evoke extraordinary experiential possibilities and a sense
of connectedness to the otherworldly. However, different
forms of ghost tourism (e.g., ghost hunting, ghost tours)
encourage different levels of connection which inform
visitor motivations, expectation, and experience. The
tendency to operate ghost tourism in authentic places of
death or previous supernatural activity, evokes the possi-
bility of seeing a ghost for visitors (Dancausa et al., 2011;
Garcia, 2012). A motivation that Thompson (2010) notes
as a key driver. Ghost tours often present this opportuni-
ty, while also enabling a connection to be made through
the dead via the transmission of knowledge about past
events and dark histories (Gentry, 2007; Holloway, 2010).
In this sense, connecting to the dead during ghost tours is
more akin to dark tourism, where representations of the
dead are drawn upon to establish emotional engagement
and empathy (Abraham, Pizam, & Medeiros, 2022; Hos-
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seini, Cortes-Macias, & Almeida-Garcia, 2022).

Ghost hunting (or paranormal investigation), howev-
er, engenders a direct form of spiritual connection with
the dead. By drawing upon spiritual and pseudo-scientific
practices, visitors participate in direct interactions with
the dead (Eaton, 2015; Ironside, 2016). This may include
participating in seances, Ouija Board sessions, and utiliz-
ing technology (e.g., digital cameras, EVP, EMF readers).
Visitors play a direct role in constructing their own expe-
riences during these encounters, which may help to shape
a haunted place (Houran et al., 2020) but also inform the
development of otherworldly narratives and how, and
with whom, ghostly connections are made in the future.
Forming these direct connections with the dead can offer
profound spiritual, emotional, and transformative expe-
riences (Ashworth & Isaac, 2015; Biran, Poria, & Oren,
2011). The combination of positive and negative emotions
evoked by dark tourism sites (such as sorrow, shock, and
depression) have the potential to foster spiritual mean-
ing (Zheng et al.,, 2019). As Pharino, Pearce, and Price
(2018) note, negative emotions play a significant role in
constructing the experience for paranormal tourists. Fear
and the opportunity to encounter scary experiences may
also drive some tourists toward the paranormal market
(Holloway, 2010) and form part of the experience (Pha-
rino, Pearce & Price, 2018). As such, ghost tourism (like
dark tourism) offers a unique experience to visitors in
which there may be an expectation and intention, to ex-
perience uncomfortable psychological states.

Ghost tourism, therefore, offers different participa-
tory opportunities to visitors dependent on the experi-
ential offering. Using Pine and Gilmore’s (1999) experi-
ential realms, they may be positioned along a spectrum
between passive or active participation, and absorptive
or immersive engagement, dependent on the level of in-
teraction with the dead. The co-productive and participa-
tory nature of ghost hunting in dark places, however, has
potential consequences. As discussed, popular sites for
paranormal tourism often link to those places that harbor
a dark or unsettling history. Paranormal tourism offers
the opportunity to connect with dark histories, and the
deceased people associated with them. As such, visitors
may find themselves fully immersed and actively partic-
ipating in activities that ‘connect’ them with victims or
perpetrators of crimes (e.g., the victims of murder at the
Lizzie Borden house) or interacting with supernatural
forces of a demonic or unsettling nature (e.g. the incubus/
succubus reported to haunt the Ancient Ram Inn). As such,
while dark tourism offers an emotional connection to the
victims of atrocities and tragedy through reflection and
commemoration (Zheng et al., 2019), it does not put vis-
itors in direct communication with them. Likewise, con-
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ventional spiritual tourism is generally associated with
positive connections that promote personal well-being
(Coghlan, 2015; Morgan, 2010), spiritual growth (Heintz-
man, 2013; Robledo, 2015), and self-awareness (Little
& Schmidt, 2006). In contrast, ghost tourism evokes a
form of dark spiritual connection and experience in which
the dead and their dark histories are conjured through
emotional engagement (Dancausa, Herndndez, & Pérez,
2020), interaction (Ironside & Wooffitt, 2022), immersion
(Pine & Gilmore, 1999) and enactive processes (Drinkwa-
ter et al., 2019; Eaton, 2019; Hill et al., 2018, 2019).

This paper, therefore, hypothesizes that ghost tour-
ism evokes a form of dark spiritual connection and experi-
ence through participatory practices. The darkness of the
paranormal attraction may be influenced by (1) the de-
gree of active spiritual participation to connect with the
dead, (2) the type of dead sought through this connection
and (3) the level and degree of negative emotional expe-
rience.

Conceptualizing a Dark Spiritual Experience Spec-
trum

Ghost tourism offers individuals the opportunity to
engage in experiences that confront and mediate the
darker aspects of humanity (Ironside, 2018). While it is
evident that ghost tourism can act as a form of entertain-
ment and thrill (Garcia, 2012; Thompson, 2008), in this
paper, | argue that it may also exhibit complex, darker,
experiential, and motivational facets. Pharino, Pearce,
and Price (2018) positioned dark, spiritual, and paranor-
mal tourism as overlapping forms of niche tourism. By
drawing upon this model, | argue that it is in the point
of convergence between these aspects of tourism that
darker forms of spiritual experience may emerge. Fig.1.
conceptualizes three dimensions of paranormal tourism
that influence the ‘darkness’ of the paranormal attraction
and its experiential offering.

This model illustrates that: place, promotion and
production, and participation influence the type of ex-
perience and potential motivations that may underpin
paranormal tourism. Dark spiritual places emerge from
authentic connections to the dead, in places where death
and suffering have occurred. Like Stone’s (2006) Dark
Tourism Spectrum, those sites that demonstrate a high-
er degree of authenticity (those sites of death) present
a darker experience to visitors. For paranormal tourists,
authentic sites of death offer the greatest possibility of
a ghostly experience, operating as dark, sacred spaces,
where a spiritual connection may be sought with the de-
ceased. The degree of connection between tourists and
dark spiritual spaces will likely differ dependent on the
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Figure 1. Dark Spiritual Experience Spectrum

experiential offering and visitor motivation. Ghost tours,
for instance, offer a more transient experience where the
possibility of a ghostly encounterisimplied, and the focus
is centered towards entertainment and education (Gen-
try, 2007; Holloway, 2010; Thompson, 2008). Alternative-
ly, ghost hunting offers an immersive experience where
the potential for a ghostly encounter is all but promised
(Ironside, 2018).

Dark narratives and supernatural legends imbue
places with ghostly potential but may also influence the
type of experience and motivation to visit sites through
dark spiritual promotion and production. Media narratives
regularly draw upon horror and human tragedy, as well
as visual signifiers of the uncanny, to frame paranormal
places (Smith & Ironside, 2022). The co-productive na-
ture of reality paranormal television shows invites view-
ers (and potential future tourists) to engage in forms of
“belief in Spiritism, mediums and hauntings” (Hill 2011:
171). As such, places develop a brand personality (Hou-
ran et al., 2020) due to their potential to evoke spiritu-
al experiences embedded in dark histories and folklore.
Businesses may draw upon these darker aspects due to
their popularity and market potential, inviting visitors
to participate in contemporary forms of legend-tripping
through tourism activities (Ironside, 2018). The experien-
tial offering of places leans into dark narratives through
the (re)interpretation of history in their tourism product
and marketing activities (Garcia, 2012). Those attractions
that invest the most in the promotion and production of
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Low negative emotion

dark narratives have the potential to offer a darker spiri-
tual experience to visitors.

Finally, dark spiritual connections and experience also
emerge through the participatory nature of ghost tour-
ism. While, arguably, all forms of ghost tourism connect
people to the dead, forms of ghost tourism that offer a
greater degree of participation in spiritual practices in
authentically dark places (such as ghost hunts) provide
greater opportunities for dark spiritual connections to
emerge. The promotion and production of dark narratives
also establish which dead visitors may have the oppor-
tunity to connect with. In some locations, the dead are
framed as either nefarious or benevolent, evil or good,
and with whom and how connections are established has
the potential to influence the degree of dark experience
that emerges. These literal connections with the dead
have the potential to evoke a breadth of psychological
responses (Drinkwater et al., 2022), including both posi-
tive and negative emotions. As Dancausa, Hernandez, and
Pérezc (2020) observed, cognitive experience is a key mo-
tivator for paranormal tourists, however, negative emo-
tion (such as sadness or fear) has the potential to impact
how people draw meaning and understanding from their
experience. A more frightening experience, for instance,
has the potential to be perceived as darker in nature than
those that evoke pleasant emotions.

Drawing on existing literature, the Dark Spiritual Ex-
perience Spectrum conceptualizes that ghost tourism of-
fers experiences to visitors that vary in their perceived
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degree of ‘darkness’. The degree of darkness may also
influence the motivations of visitors who may (or may
not) seek out darker spiritual experiences. Influenced by
Stone’s (2006) Dark Tourism Spectrum, the model seeks
to recognize that a continuum of dark spiritual experience
exists across the ghost tourism industry. It purposefully
does not position subsets of the industry along this spec-
trum (e.g., ghost hunting at the highest end and ghost
tours at the lowest) to acknowledge the nuances that
exist between different tourist offerings. For instance, it
is quite possible that a ghost tour may visit dark spiritu-
al places of death and draw upon a high degree of dark
spiritual promotion and production, yet not encourage
active participation from visitors. However, it does seek
to illustrate how these dimensions (place, promotion and
production, participation) influence the experiential and
motivational facets of ghost tourism and may drive the
production and consumption of experiences within the
wider paranormal market.

DISCUSSION

By exploring existing scholarship, this paper aimed
to consider where the experiential and motivational char-
acteristics of dark, spiritual, and paranormal tourism
converge, and to consider whether this convergence pro-
duces a dark spiritual experience for consumers. Due to
the complexity of the paranormal tourism market, ghost
tourism was selected as an appropriate focus for this
study due to the extent of previous scholarship and its
close association with dark tourism and spiritual practice.
Three dimensions are identified as contributing towards
the degree of darkness offered by ghost tourism: place,
promotion and production, and participation. From this,
a Dark Spiritual Experience Spectrum is conceptualized to
illustrate the characteristics of these three dimensions
and their influence on the degree of dark spiritual experi-
ence offered to consumers. It is argued that these dimen-
sions have the potential to impact the tourist experience,
influence visitor motivations, and drive the production
and consumption of experiences in the wider paranormal
market.

It is acknowledged that the Dark Spiritual Experience
Spectrum is conceptual. Its purpose is partly to illustrate
the nuances of ghost tourism, which, I argue, extend be-
yond its positioning at the lightest end of Stone’s (2006)
dark tourism spectrum (Garcia, 2012; Wyatt, Leask, &
Barron, 2021). In addition, the model seeks to extend
the work of Pharino, Pearce, and Price (2018) and others
(Houran et al., 2020; Ironside, 2018; Garcia, 2012; Sharp-
ley & Stone, 2009) who have acknowledged a relationship
between dark, spiritual, and paranormal tourism, and to
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rectify a gap in scholarship by unpacking these connec-
tions further. There are limitations to this study. A North
American and European perspective is adopted to explore
ghost tourism, and it is acknowledged that the findings
from this conceptual paper may be challenged by differ-
ent cultural understandings of ghosts, hauntings, and
place (see Kwon, 2008 and Rittichainuwat, 2011). Like-
wise, by exploring ghost tourism through the lens of dark
tourism, certain parameters are imposed on the research.
As others have observed, the wider heritage (Hanks,
2015), social (Ironside & Wooffitt, 2022), psychological
(Houran et al., 2020), and environmental (Houran et al.,
2022) context of ghost tourism has the potential to shape
cultural behavior in different ways which are not fully ex-
plored in this study. To further investigate the conceptu-
al argument presented in this paper, the Dark Spiritual
Experience Spectrum model requires testing. Qualitative
and quantitative data collection to determine the degree
of impact that each dimension has on the experience
will be important to establish their relevancy and effect.
Furthermore, it would be interesting to establish wheth-
er ‘darkness’ is a conscious motivator for tourists and if
cultural differences shape the degree of dark spiritual ex-
perience encountered. As such, this paper invites further
investigation into the three dimensions identified (place,
promotion and production, participation) and their inter-
connected relationships, to advance scholarship on the
darker qualities and characteristics of ghost tourism, and
to extend our understanding of its experiential and moti-
vational facets. Furthermore, the focus on ghost tourism
within this paper limits its application to wider forms of
paranormal tourism which may not exhibit the same di-
mensions or ‘degrees of dark experience’. An exploration
of how this model extends to UFO tourism or vampire
tourism, for instance, would be insightful.

Importantly, while this paper seeks to illustrate the
darker qualities of ghost tourism, it does not attempt to
imply that participationin, or production of, ghost tourism
is in some way nefarious or deviant. Although it may be
possible that some visitors seek out paranormal tourism
for deviant means or indeed lead to nefarious outcomes
[see, for instance Waskul & Waskul’s (2016) discussion on
the Witch Cemetery], the darkness explored in this study
aligns with Stone’s (2006) use and implies a continuum
of experience based on death-related travel. Indeed, the
suggestion that paranormal tourism represents a darker
side to spiritual tourism may position it in an interesting
crossroads to offer meaningful, and even transformative,
experiences for tourists. In her discussion on the dark
side of spirituality, de Souza (2012) recognizes that:

What is needed to balance current studies is the
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recognition that the positive must have a negative
in order to be identified as positive. Hence, there is
always the other side to any single thing and this
is a requirement if any single thing is to be seen
as a whole. Logically, then, there must be both
positive and negative aspects of spirituality (p.
294) [original emphasis]

Drawing on the work of Jung and the shadow self,
de Souza (2012) considered the importance of identify-
ing and understanding the darker sides of ourselves to
achieve spiritual wholeness. As she stated, “the shadow
complements the light in personality, and likewise, the
dark is needed to balance the light side of spirituality”
(p. 295). Collins (2007) also recognized the value of em-
bracing the darker side of spirituality in his discussion
on therapeutic practice, where he calls for therapists to
embrace self-reflection to help identify their own ‘shad-
ows’. Scholars have recognized that dark tourism has the
potential to evoke emotional and spiritual engagement
with places to “develop self-identity processes” (Hos-
seini, Cortes-Macfas, & Almeida-Garcia, 2022, p. 11) and
initiate existential and self-reflection (Stone & Sharp-
ley, 2008). Like dark tourism, paranormal tourism offers
the opportunity for individuals to engage in experiences
that confront and mediate the darker aspects of human-
ity. Yet, the explicit intention for spiritual engagement in
ghost tourism through connection and immersion in dark
sites elicits the possibility for a darker spiritual experi-
ence to emerge. By providing the opportunity to engage
spiritually with the historic shadows of our society, ghost
tourism may, therefore, also encourage contemplation on
the darker sides of ourselves.

IMPLICATIONS AND APPLICATIONS

This conceptual paper has endeavored to connect
dark, spiritual, and paranormal tourism and to consider
whether the convergence between these three areas pro-
duces a dark spiritual experience for tourists. In doing so,
it contributes towards a growing body of scholarship on
paranormal tourism (Houran et al., 2020; Ironside, 2018;
Pharino et al.,, 2018) and challenges the perception of
ghost tourism as a form of lighter dark tourism (Garcia,
2012; Wyatt, Leask, & Barron, 2021). Wyatt, Leask, and
Barron (2021) acknowledge that lighter-dark tourism
attractions have received significantly less scholarly at-
tention due to the perception that they are less worthy
of academic scrutiny than their ‘darker’ counterpart. This
study helps to illustrate the experiential complexities and
nuances of a dark tourism activity that has often been
considered ‘entertainment-focused’, and therefore en-
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courages further serious investigation into the full spec-
trum of dark tourist experiences. Perhaps the more stark
and extreme immersive tourism experiences found with
dark-paranormal tourism provide secular pathways to
spiritual (transcendent) experiences -- somewhat similar
to what people report who engage in extreme sports (Bry-
mer & Schweitzer, 2017). Indeed, such athletes talk about
how time slows down, and they seem to become one with
their surroundings. This sounds much like enchantment
reported during ghost hunts and paranormal tours (Hou-
ran et al., 2022). Thus, while amateur ghost-hunters use
technical equipment and investigation protocols that
arguably function as props in what are essentially spir-
itual rituals (Eaton, 2015), paranormal tourists might
be more casual or unwitting secular spiritualists. More
broadly, this study thus has implications for the study of
spiritual experience. As de Souza (2012) recognized, dark
spirituality is an under-researched concept. There is a
very limited understanding of its form, importance, and
resonance for people, how it manifests psychologically, or
its applicability within our social and cultural world. This
paper contributes to the discussion on the role of both
positive and negative emotions in constructing mean-
ingful, desirable, and enchanting experiences (Holloway,
2008; Houran et al., 2023; Pharino et al., 2018; Zheng et
al., 2019). By proposing a model of dark spiritual experi-
ence within a tourism context, it also offers a conceptual
framework for application and critique in wider leisure
and cultural settings.
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HIGHLIGHTS

Imaginary friends can represent a connection to an alternate reality that evolves from
being a beneficial activity to something more troubling or sinister.

ABSTRACT

Studies of the mediating factors of imaginary companions (ICs) in children and adults
are well-represented in the literature. However, the nature and structure of behavioral
expressions in IC characters have been less formally scrutinized. We examined these
issues in a convenience sample of 389 adults. Of these, 155 self-reported childhood
ICs and retrospectively characterized their IC phenomenology via a set of 14 items
modified from previous research. Rasch analyses showed that IC experiences form a
true probabilistic hierarchy whose structure varied little across respondents’ age,
gender, having siblings, as well as the respondents’ number of past ICs, or their decision
to inform others about their IC. This hierarchy starts with shallow (i.e., ostensibly
‘adaptive or positive’) experiences and transition to deep (i.e., relatively ‘maladaptive
or negative’) contents at higher levels. Network analysis suggested that respondents
invented ICs primarily to combat feelings of loneliness. However, contrary to the Rasch
model, when comparing shallow vs deep IC experients’ answers, positive and negative
perceptual contents lost their distinction, thereby severely distorting measurement.
These distortions were sufficiently powerful to reliably predict respondents’ group
membership. Results derived from retrospective accounts of childhood experiences,
which might differ from IC contents and dynamics measured either in real-time
or within adult populations. However, these findings suggest that ICs comprise a
latent dimension of shallow-to-deep perceptions that might relate to schizotypal or
dissociative phenomena manifesting in everyday contexts.

KEYWORDS
Agency, dissociation, imaginary companions, liminality, Rasch scaling, entity encoun-
ter experiences.

tinctly positive or negative contents often produce strong
psychological or transpersonal reactions that influence

‘[Entity] encounter experiences’ refer to perceived
interactions with anomalous beings or sentient forces,
including apparitions, angels, gods, demons, poltergeists,
extraterrestrials, or folklore-type little people (Evans,
1987; Houran, 2000; Kumar & Pekala, 2001). Their dis-

602 Z]

JOURNAL OF SCIENTIFIC EXPLORATION « VOL. 37, NO 4 - WINTER 2023

the belief systems and spirituality of experiencers (see
e.g., Laythe, Houran, & Little, 2021). It is important to
further note that while the literature in this area most-
ly references adults, encounter experiences also occur
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to children. In fact, recent research has found intriguing
links between reports of ‘fairies or ghosts’ and the well-
known phenomenon of children’s ‘imaginary companions’
(ICs) (Drinkwater et al., 2022; Little et al., 2021; Young,
2018), particularly when ICs exhibit ‘spooky or indepen-
dent’ actions (Laythe, Houran, & Little, 2021). This sug-
gests, therefore, that some manifestations might be un-
recognized varieties of encounter experiences and thus
worthy of more detailed study and understanding.

In his Origin of Consciousness in the Breakdown of the
Bicameral Mind, Julian Jaynes (1976/1990) boldly charac-
terized ICs (or pretend friends) as “true hallucination”
(pp- 396-397). Bonne et al. (1999) might concur with this
view in referencing these constructions as a “..child-
hood fantasy, invisible to anyone but the child, who may
be named, addressed, or played with” (p. 277). However,
Svendsen (1934) arguably provided the most influential
operationalization, i.e.,

an invisible character, named and referred to
in conversation with other persons or played
with directly for a period of time, at least sever-
al months, having an air of reality for the child,
but no apparent objective basis. This excludes
that type of imaginative play in which an object
is personified, or in which the child himself as-
sumes the role of some person in his environ-
ment (p. 988).

Researchers generally defer to this early definition,
but recent studies indeed support an expanded view that
also includes personified objects and pretend identities
(Moriguchi & Todo, 2018; Taylor, et al., 2009) given that
children with these additional constructions share similar
abilities and personality characteristics that distinguish
them from children lacking them (Taylor, 1999). For a re-
cent review and discussion of ICs, we refer readers to Ar-
mah and Landers-Potts (2021).

It is curious that these complex and nuanced con-
structions can exhibit both ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ ele-
ments, which calls into question their ultimate nature or
functions. Perhaps this phenomenon is more than mere
fantasy play and instead involves a distinct altered or
anomalous experience relevant to the issues of mental
health, spirituality, and consciousness studies. For exam-
ple, studies suggest that children with ICs exhibit better
attentional focus (Mauro, 1991), social cognition and com-
petence (Davis et al., 2011; Mauro, 1991; Roby & Kidd,
2008; Seiffge-Krenke, 1997; Taylor & Carlson, 1997), cre-
ativity (Hoff, 2005; Schaefer, 1969; Seiffge-Krenke, 1997),
and language skills (Bouldin et al., 2002). Manosevitz et
al., (1973) also found that children with ICs participated
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in more family activities, whereas Singer and Singer (1990)
reported that such children showed more positive affect in
their play with other children. The high fantasy-proneness
inherent to IC play (Wilson & Barber, 1983) might further
allow children to practice and expand creative thought,
thereby promoting intellectual and creative growth
(Somers & Yawkey, 1984). This agrees with findings that
children with ICs are capable of constructing more com-
plex narratives (Trionfi & Reese, 2009) as well as sharing
details about their IC experiences with interested adults
(Gleason, 2004).

However, childhood ICs also correlate with loneli-
ness, trauma, and emotional distress (Taylor et al., 2004)
and could be a marker of childhood Schizotypal Personal-
ity Disorder (Jones et al., 2015). Elaborated play identities
are likewise common in children with dissociative identity
disorders (DID) (Taylor et al., 2004), and researchers have
thus found a high incidence of ICs in adult individuals
with DID (Hornstein & Putnam, 1992; Trujillo et al.,1996).
In fact, Pica (1999) proposed that DID advances in three
stages that center on ICs. He argued that children predis-
posed to ICs may develop DID if they experience trauma
during a developmental window in early childhood. In the
first stage, in which the child experiences trauma, aspects
of the traumatic experience are deferred to the IC. At the
second stage, an IC takes over for the child during periods
of anxiety or threat. By the third stage, ICs standing in
during anxious situations transform into distinct person-
ality states called ‘alter personalities.

According to this character progression across stag-
es, distorted perceptual and cognitive contents in ICs (i.e.,
high vividness, persistent impersonation, and autonomy
of ICs; McLewin & Muller, 2006) might parallel, respec-
tively, the derealization, depersonalization, and dissocia-
tive identity anomalies that manifest even when healthy
(non-clinical) individuals participate in eye- or mirror-gaz-
ing tasks (for a review, see Caputo, Lynn, & Houran, 2021).
Therefore, we speculate that positive ICs in childhood
can take control over the subject’s original ego (i.e., the
‘core’ personality) when trauma produces a detachment
of the subject’s bodily-self (i.e., depersonalization) and
detachment of external reality (i.e., derealization) —thus
evolving into pathological DID in adulthood (i.e., multi-
ple personalities). Indeed, research indicates that IC be-
haviors range from shallow (i.e., the IC is basically a copy
of the child who created it) to deep (i.e., the IC appears
to have autonomy, an independent personality, and will)
(e.g., Fernyhough et al., 2019; Hoff, 2005; Laythe, Houran,
& Little, 2021). Experiences of ‘deep’ ICs can be profound
in a psychospiritual sense and motivate attributions to
paranormal agencies or entities (Laythe, et al., 2021).

In the context of paranormal belief and experiences,
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Lange et al. (2019) reported distortions due to the emer-
gence of a secondary factor as respondents took more ex-
treme (high) positions. Specifically, this bandwagon effect
involved strong believers who tended to endorse para-
normal belief and experience statements as if they were
interchangeable. This resulted in smaller variations in the
questionnaire items’ endorsement rates. ‘Bandwagons’
resemble ‘halo-effects’ in that judgments are distorted
to achieve consistency, thereby undermining validity and
reliability (Fisicaro & Lance, 1990; Lange, Martinez-Gar-
rido, & Ventura, 2017). Similarly, in a persuasive commu-
nication context, Lange and Fishbein (1983) and Fishbein
and Lange (1990) observed that inducing disagreement
consolidated receivers’ conflicting views into a single
opinion. Bandwagons likewise occur in economic branding
(Lange, Oliva, & McDade, 2001) and delusional ideations
(Lange & Houran, 2000). We expect that similar effects
also play a role in IC character formation. As we explain
later, bandwagon effects also raise important measure-
ment issues.

The Present Study

The cumulative literature suggests that IC phenom-
ena comprise a latent dimension ranging from shallow to
deep character formation (cf. Hoff, 2005), and as IC phe-
nomena become deeper, they also become increasingly
linked to more negative (e.g., schizotypal or dissociative)
processes (cf. Pica, 1999). The notion that experiences
beyond shallow IC phenomena lead to negative outcomes
implies that behavioral expressions of ICs form a statisti-
cal hierarchy. Also, since deeper IC phenomena ostensibly
reflect negative/ maladaptive processes — and by impli-
cation, shallow IC phenomena reflect positive/ adaptive
processes — positive contents are expected to precede
negative contents. Establishing the hierarchical nature of
IC character formation or behavior in this way would have
important conceptual and practical implications for the
clinical evaluation of ICs in children (see, e.g., Armah &
Landers-Potts, 2021; Jones et al., 2015; Taylor, 1999).

We test the above ideas using Rasch (1960/1980)
scaling. This method has proved useful in a variety of past
investigations of altered or anomalous experiences (e.g.,
Houran et al.,, 2019; Lange, Greyson, & Houran, 2004;
McCutcheon, et al., 2002) and for an overview of relat-
ed research we refer readers to Lange (2017). A complete
introduction to Rasch scaling is beyond the scope of this
paper, and for a detailed overview and discussion, see
Bond and Fox (2015). We note that Rasch scaling’s main
objective is to create a latent dimension along which
items as well as persons assume a location at an interval
level scale of measurement. Items’ and persons’ locations
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are expressed in a common metric called ‘Logits.” We are
mainly interested here in the items’ locations as these re-
flect the semantics of IC phenomena (e.g., Lange, Irwin,
& Houran, 2001). However, if IC items form a true Rasch
hierarchy, then it is possible to quantify the ‘intensity’ (or
perceptual depth) of respondents’ IC experiences as well.

According to the (binary) Rasch model, if we repre-
sent items’ Pand Q ‘difficulty’ by D, and Dy then whenev-
erD,<D,—i.e,item Pis easier than item Q -item P has
a greater probability of being endorsed than does item Q.
The model implies that easier items always have a greater
probability of endorsement than do harder items, regard-
less of persons’ locations along the latent dimension.

Thus, in a probabilistic sense, the item hierarchy (i.e.,
the order of items’ relative likelihood of endorsement) is
the same for all individuals, at least within the bounds
of statistical estimation error. This implies that the item
hierarchy should be invariant across subgroups of respon-
dents (e.g., men vs women). Finding a stable item hierar-
chy is not guaranteed, and statistical tests can determine
whether items’ hierarchies differ significantly across sub-
groups of respondents. In practice, DIF > 0.25 is deemed
noteworthy, and differences > 0.5 are deemed to matter
materially, especially when statistically significant. Based
on the preceding, we tested five hypotheses:

1. IC experiences form a probabilistic Rasch hierarchy
as defined above, and we will use Network analysis to
support our interpretation of this hierarchy.

2. The hierarchy of IC experiences is such that shallow
perceptual contents precede deep perceptual con-
tents, i.e., onaverage, D, < Ddeep. Shallow experienc-
es tend to be pleasant and constructive, whereas deep
experiences tend to be negative and maladaptive. This
hypothesis follows previous speculations (e.g., Hoff,
2005; Pica, 1999) but adds the requirement that the
relationship between shallow and deep IC experiences
is probabilistic.

3. The hierarchy of IC experiences does not vary signifi-
cantly across external factors, including respondents’
age, gender, having siblings, respondents’ number of
past ICs, or their decision to inform others about their
ICs.

The following hypotheses also concern the IC hierar-
chy, but they are treated separately as they contradict the
item hierarchy invariance implied by Hypothesis 3:

4. The negative and unpleasant nature of deep percep-
tual contents has the bandwagon effect of casting all
other perceptual contents in a negative light as well.
Accordingly, for respondents who endorse deep ICs,
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the item location estimates D will show less variation
than do the locations as estimated using non-extreme
(shallow) respondents.

5. Hypothesis 4 implies that shallow IC experients have
different Rasch model residuals than do experients re-
porting deep ICs. This hypothesis is tested based on
the accuracy of the prediction of respondents’ group
membership in the shallow vs deep IC groups using
Logistic regression.

Since Hypotheses 4 and 5 imply that items’ locations
actually do vary with an external factor (i.e., shallow vs
deep respondents) they contradict the assumptions of
Rasch scaling and also Hypothesis 3. Basically, their valid-
ity implies that the estimation of respondents’ trait levels
will be selectively distorted. It is, therefore, instructive to
gauge the impact of such item shifts.

METHOD
Respondents

Data were derived from a convenience sample of
389 volunteer respondents (Mage =40.41, Md = 40.0, SD =
14.05, range = 18-83 yrs.) recruited via Internet-mediated
research. The link to the study was shared by universities
in the UK, USA, and Australia, who disseminated the in-
formation to potentially interested parties. Participants
answered advertisements for participation via a weblink
and encouraged others to complete the survey in a snow-
ball sampling approach. Our sample specifically com-
prised individuals identifying as male (n = 99, 25.4%, M_,
= 44.47,Md = 46.0, SD = 14.46, Range = 18-75 yrs), female
(n=277,71.2%, M, = 39.18, Md = 39.0, SD = 13.71, Range
= 18-83 yrs), and non-binary (n =13, 3.3%, M., = 35.61, Md
=37.0, SD = 12.64, Range = 22-64 yrs).

Measures

Imaginary Companions. The items used here are
based on a literature search of existing IC instruments,
including Hoff (2005), Majors and Baines (2017), and Sil-
berg (2012). As is shown along the rows of Table 1, this
yielded 14 “Yes/No” statements that asked respondents
about different behavioral expressions of their ICs (see
Figure 1). Of these, items 1, 2, 9, 11, 13, 14, and 15 were a
priori classified as shallow, and items 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, and 10
were classified as deep.

To determine whether respondents actually had an
IC during childhood, they were shown Taylor, Cartwright,
and Carlson’s (1993) definition (“Pretend friends are ones
that are make-believe, that you pretend are real”), followed
by Auton, Pope, and Seeger’s (2003) screening question
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“Did you ever have an imaginary friend growing up?” If re-
spondents answered “No,” they skipped the remainder of
this study. Those responding “yes” were asked to indicate
the number of imaginary companions they had. Those re-
porting multiple companions, were told to focus in the
remainder on their most “significant” imaginary friend (cf.
Silberg, 2012). Of the 389 respondents, a subset of 155
(40%) reported having an imaginary friend when growing
up, and only the data of this subset was analyzed in the
following.

Procedure

This research was part of a broader study on the per-
ceptual-personality profiles of IC experients (cf. Drink-
water et al., 2022). The Participant Information Sheet
(PIS) was accessed via a web link hosted by the Qualtrics
survey administration tool. The PIS presented a brief out-
line of the study and an overview of ethical procedures.
If respondents consented to participate, they then pro-
gressed to the study measures. These requested that
respondents attempt all items, work through sections
at their own pace, reply honestly, and carefully read all
instructions and questions. The materials comprised sec-
tions on demographics (i.e., age and preferred gender),
imaginary companions, and various cognitive-perceptual
measures not considered here.

Respondents were debriefed on completion of the
survey. We employed procedural strategies to reduce
potential method effects. To negate order effects, the
sequence of both sections and scales rotated across re-
spondents. Since the study used a cross-sectional design,
where data collection occurred at one point in time, the
study directions emphasized that each question set was
unique and different. This technique has been successfully
used in other work to counter ‘common method variance’
(CMV) (Spector, 2019). CMV is always a concern when re-
spondents answer different scale items in the same test-
ing session because proximity can inflate perceived rela-
tionships between different constructs (Podsakoff et al,,
2003). Finally, to lessen the possible influence of social
desirability, the study brief emphasized responses should
reflect individual opinions and perceptions, since there
were no correct responses.

Rasch Modeling

We used Linacre’s (2021) Winsteps® software to
Rasch scale the data via the Conditional Maximum Like-
lihood Estimation approach. In addition to estimating
items’ and persons’ locations and their respective stand-
ard errors of estimate (SE), Winsteps also computes items’
and persons’ Outfit. Both types of fit reflect the average
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Table 1. Summary of Rasch Scaling Analyses
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Item Shift
(Logits)
Have Told
Loca- z-Out- Gen- No. of Shallow
SE  Outfit Age sib-  Oth-
tion fit der friends -Deep
lings ers
Shallow Items
11:My imaginary friend played with 305 028 164 140 144 013 -050 0.07 000 251
me when | was lonely.
15:My imaginary friend came to me 2262 025 129 086 0.84 053 -0.05 -024 -0.08 234
when | was happy.
13: My imaginary friend helped me 200 022 102 016 103 036 070 -006 011 117
when | was afraid.
9:My imaginary friend had skills or 139 020 102 016 -030 017 031 050 061  0.07
abilities that | did not have.
1:My imaginary friend was morethan 992 019 170 329 -025 -072 -017 -022 051  0.95
just a make-believe friend.
Z;jM_yimaginaryfriendgavegood -078 019 095 -022 -015 -056 021 0.00 030 076
aavice.
14:My imaginary friend came to me -039 019 135 190 068 060 -0.81 023 -0.84 066
when | was angry.
Deep items
8: My imaginary friend had knowledge 956 021 096 -007 -063 -061 000 -016 -0.03 -107
about my life that did not have.
10:My imaginary friend did not like 099 023 077 -072 -125 -091 -045 -015 -120 -0.88
others to know about him/her.
6:My imaginary friend told metokeep 113 023 051 171 -064 024 025 -035 051 -2.41
secrets.
7:My imaginary friend tried to boss 165 027 108 032 000 051 -008 -024 042 -1.99
me around.
3:I' had more than one imaginary 18 028 071 -053 127 118 276 073 011  -110
friend and they disagreed.
4:My imaginary friend annoyed me 210 030 114 043 -011 036 -1.08 044 -026 -2.11
and | wished it would go away.
5:My imaginary friend took over and
made me do things I did not want to 287 040 186 126 -141 -0.09 -098 -057 -0.45 -1.00

do.

Gender: Positive = over endorsed by women, Negative = over-endorsed by men

Age: Positive = over-endorsed by younger respondents, Negative = over-endorsed by women

No. of Friends: Positive = over-endorsed by those with > 11C, Negative = over-endorsed by those with just 11C

Have Siblings: Positive = over-endorsed by those with siblings, Negative = over-endorsed by those without siblings

Told Others: Positive = over-endorsed when told others about IC, Negative = over-endorsed when other were not told
Shallow vs Deep: Positive = over endorsed by those selecting 2 or more deep items, Negative = over endorsed by those who

selected 1 or fewer deep items

mean-squared difference between the predicted actu-
al scores across items and persons, respectively (Lange
et al., 2017).” Under perfect model fit, Outfit statistics
have the value 1, whereas larger values are indicative of
‘noisy’ response patterns. Naturally, Outfit values are
subject to random variation, and Outfit excursions be-
yond 1.4 are considered problematic (Linacre, 2021), es-
pecially when statistically significant. Winsteps can also
evaluate the invariance of the item hierarchy with statis-
tical tests for pairwise comparison of items’ locations D
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across subgroups. Here, we created subgroup pairs based
on respondents’ Gender and Age (“up to/over 40 years”),
having siblings (“no/yes”), number of past ICs, and re-
spondents’ decision to inform others about their IC (“no/
yes”). As well, we will consider shallow vs. deep related
item shifts, where ‘deep’ persons are those endorsing two
or more deep items and shallow persons are defined as
the converse.
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Figure 1. Network Structure of the 14 IC Questionnaire Items.

Networks of Items

To aid in the interpretation of the IC item hierarchy,
we use ‘network modeling’ (see, e.g., Epskamp et al., 2017;
van Borculo et al., 2014) that has proved useful in studies
of attitudes, intelligence, and psychopathology. A compu-
tationally efficient model for estimating the graph struc-
ture of binary items is described by van Borculo and Ep-
skamp (2016) and is implemented in their R-based IsingFit
software. IsingFit yields an undirected graph whose verti-
ces reflect the strength of the relations between a set of
items, as represented by its nodes. Although the strength
of the relations may vary, no causality should be inferred.
Our hypotheses imply that shallow IC items should be
more connected than deep IC items. However, clustering
is mainly used for descriptive purposes, and no other pre-
dictions are offered.

RESULTS
Hypothesis 1

Table 1 summarizes the basic scaling properties of
the fourteen IC items. The Outfit column of this table
shows that all but three items showed acceptable fit to
the Rasch model (i.e., Outfit < 1.4). Of these, only the Out-
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fit value of Item 1, “My imaginary friend was more than just
a make-believe friend” significantly deviates from 1 (Outfit
=170, z = 3.29, p < 0.001) - i.e., this item was ‘noisier’
than would be expected based on the Rasch model. We
suspect that Item 1 was deemed ambiguous, because
one possible reading suggests that the IC is a real friend,
while another suggests that the IC relationship is possi-
bly non-platonic. With these caveats, the data support
Hypothesis 1, i.e., the fourteen IC items’ fit to the Rasch
model is sufficient to contend that they form a probabil-
istic hierarchy. However, recall that Hypotheses 4 and 5
must also be considered.

Hypothesis 2

Table 1 lists the IC items in order of increasing en-
dorsement difficulty, as expressed by the items’ Logit
values listed in the ‘Location’ column - i.e., the items
near the top were endorsed more often than those near
the bottom. This ordering defines the semantics of the
latent IC character formation dimension. That is, the
shallow items at the lowest difficulty levels concern pos-
itive (adaptive) issues such as “playing” with the IC when
lonely, supporting and “helping,” followed by the IC hav-
ing “skills or abilities,” giving “good advice,” and having a
soothing role when the person is angry. By contrast, the
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deep items with higher difficulty levels increasingly re-
fer to negative (maladaptive) topics, ranging from the IC
wanting privacy and desiring to keep secrets, to “bossing
around” the experient, disagreement among multiple ICs,
being annoying, and taking over the experients’ lives.

Thus, in support of Hypothesis 2, the hierarchy starts
with friendly, supportive behaviors by the IC characters,
but these actions progress to unfriendly and manipulative
actions that cast the ICs in a bad light. As the items form
a true hierarchy (Hypothesis 1), it follows that deep (neg-
ative, maladaptive) experiences likely are accompanied
by shallow (positive, adaptive) experiences. By contrast,
shallow experiences occur mostly in isolation. Hypothesis
2 was addressed via a t-test over the Logit magnitudes of
the shallow items’ (top of Table 1) vs the deep items (bot-
tom of Table 1). The means of the shallow and deep item
groups are -1.59 and 1.59 Logits, respectively, and this
difference is statistically significant (t(12) = -6.68, SE,, =
0.48, p < .001).

Ancillary Analyses. Figure 1 shows the estimated
network structure of the 14 IC items. Short item descrip-
tions are suffixed by their number in Table 1, as well as a
type-indicator —deep IC items finish with the letter 'D’
and the shallow IC items with ‘'S As predicted, deep IC
items are intra-connected by far fewer links than shal-
low IC items, a topic to which we return in later sections.
Here, we focus on the pattern of the items’ relations, as
reflected by the girth of the graph’s vertices: positive re-
lations are shown in black, negative relations are shown
as boxes only, and thin lines reflect weak relationships.

As is indicated by the girth of the vertices, IC items
dealing with similar contents tend to be highly related:
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Figure 3. Raw Score to Rasch Logit Transformation
Based on Three Respondent Groups.

“keeping secrets” (Item 6) and the “IC being unknown”
(Item 10), “IC helps when experient is angry” (Item 4) and
“IC helping when experient is afraid” (Item 7), etc. All but
one of these vertices are black, indicating that these IC
experiences tend to co-occur. The exception is the rela-
tion between Items 11 (“My imaginary friend played with
me when | was lonely”) and 8 (“My imaginary friend had
knowledge about my life that | did not have”), which show
a negative relation. Thus, not being lonely and being un-
derstood by the IC are positively related. Since Item 8 is
the ‘central node’ in the graph, we conclude that an IC’s
most important role is to support an experient during pe-
riods of loneliness.

Hypothesis 3

Statistical tests were performed to determine
whether the IC item hierarchy varied across respondents’
gender, age, number of claimed imaginary friends, pres-
ence of siblings, and their decision to tell others about
the ICs. The column entries under ‘Item Shifts” in Table 1
show the group differences in Logits between the pairs of
subgroups, and the footnote to this table indicates how
the five variables were re-coded to obtain just two cate-
gories. As is indicated by the boldface entries, just one of
the 70 (i.e., 14 x 5) pairwise comparisons reached statisti-
cal significance (p < .01). Such a finding is to be expected
since the probability of obtaining one or more significant
effects among 70 “trials” with P_ = 0.01is quite high
(p > 0.15, determined via the binomial distribution and
assuming independence). Thus, in support of Hypothesis
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3, there is little evidence that the IC item hierarchy varies
materially across the five subgroup variables.

Hypothesis 4

Testing Hypothesis 4 involves a comparison of item
location as estimated for deep respondents who endorsed
two or more deep IC items vs. shallow respondents who en-
dorsed fewer than two deep items. The entries of the right-
most column of Table 1 reveal that 9 of the 14 items show
large location differences (greater than 1 Logit) between
the deep and shallow respondent groups. The boldface en-
tries in the right-most column of Table 1 indicates that
three of these differences reached statistical significance
at p < .01. Also, entries in cursive type indicate that the
group difference across another six items is marginally
significant (p < .05).

Figure 2 plots the item locations obtained for shallow
respondents along the X-axis, whereas items’ locations
for deep respondents are plotted along Y. Table 1 likely ob-
scured the fact that items’ locations for shallow and deep
IC respondents are, in fact, highly correlated (r = 0.91, p <
0.001) as items’ hover around a straight line. However, in-
dicative of the hypothesized bandwagon effect for deep IC
respondents, the slope of the regression line (0.38) is far
below unity, which indicates that the items’ locations of
deep IC respondents vary less (SD . = 1.24) than do the
location estimates obtained for shallow IC respondents
(SD,, 10w = 2.98). Squaring these SDs and dividing yields
F(13,13) = 5.73 —i.e., the variance of the item locations for
shallow IC respondents is over five times larger than that
for deep IC respondents. In support of Hypothesis 4, this
effect is statistically significant (p < 0.01); thus, deep IC
respondents indeed tended to regard the items as more
similar to each other than did the shallow IC respondents.

This bandwagon effect has dramatic consequences on
the estimates of respondents’ IC intensity levels. Figure
3 shows three translation of respondents’ raw sum (i.e.,
the number of endorsed statements, X-axis) into their
estimated location along the latent Rasch dimension in
Logits (Y-axis), and these translations differ according to
whether shallow IC respondents, the deep IC respondents,
or their combined data were used. In particular, the Log-

Table 2. Accuracy of Group Membership Prediction in
Validation Sample

Predicted
Shallow Deep Total
Actual Shallow 20 3 23
Deep 2 6 8
Total 22 9 31
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it range for the shallow IC respondents (-6.49 to 6.13 =
12.62 Logits) is far greater than that obtained for the deep
IC respondents (-4.37 to 4.54 = 8.91 Logits), whereas the
range for the combined is intermediate. We further note
that the shallow curve (triangular markers) and deep curve
(square markers) for 11 of the 15 possible raw score values
differ by more than their standard error of measurement
(SE).

Also, as is shown on the right side of Figure 3, consid-
er respondents with a raw sum of 12. If the combined sam-
ple estimation is used, then the estimated IC intensity is
2.87 Logits. However, for a raw sum of 12, the estimates
according to the deep and shallow calibrations vary from
2.27 to 3.78 Logits, respectively, both with an SE of around
0.9 Logits. Conversely, an estimated IC intensity of about
3 Logits is obtained for raw sums of 11, 12, and 13 for the
shallow, combined, and deep calibrations, respectively. Be-
cause (a) the same raw sum produces different estimates,
and (b) nearly identical trait estimates are obtained for
different raw sums, estimation has become inconsistent.

Hypothesis 5

Using Pedregosa et als (2011) Python-based Scikit-
learn software, we randomly and independently divided
respondents into Training (n = 124) and Validation (n = 31)
samples. Next, using only their 14 response residuals, we
used Logistic Regression to predict respondents’ mem-
bership of the Shallow vs Deep IC groups for the Train-
ing set only. Although we found no clear interpretation
of the regression model, when applied to the Validation
set, this model reached 84% accuracy (see Table 2). This
exceeds the baseline predictive accuracy of 74% by 12%,
and this effect is statistically significant (y?(1) = 8.26, p <
.01). Thus, consistent with Hypothesis 5, the Shallow vs
Deep hierarchy shifts proved to be sufficiently strong to
produce different response misfit patterns in the two re-
spondent groups. These findings also suggest that items’
borderline acceptable fit (see Table 1) might partly be due
to the distortions introduced by the item hierarchy dif-
ferences obtained in the Shallow vs Deep IC respondent
groups.

Ancillary Analyses. The success of Hypotheses 4
and 5 calls into question the distinction between shal-
low and deep IC items, as predicted by Hypothesis 2. We,
therefore, sought to establish the hierarchical relation
between shallow and deep items without any reliance on
the Rasch model. To this end, we computed raw endorse-
ment sums separately for the shallow and deep IC item
subsets, thus obtaining for each person a pair (R, C) = (#
shallow items endorsed, # deep items endorsed). Aggregat-
ing the (R, C) across all respondents yielded Table 3. It can
be seen there that cells with R > C (below the diagonal)
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Table 3. Cross-table of Shallow ICs Raw Sum x Deep ICs Raw Sum Frequencies (see text).

Raw sum for the seven deep items

1

0 0

1 0

2 10 1

Raw sum for the seven 3 12 5
shallow items 4 15 5
5 15 5

6 13 8

7 3 8

Total 74 32

7 Total
0 0

0 7

0 12
0 20
0 27
0 31

2 34

1 24
3 155

A N O LT N P O O N
UuT N R =B =2 O Bk O W
Ul N =R =B =2 O O O O N
W P B P O O O O O wn
O O O O O O O O o o

N
~
[y
—

tend to occur with greater frequency than those with R
< C (above the diagonal), i.e., the endorsement of shal-
low items indeed consistently precedes those of the deep
items. This relation holds in all but one case [i.e., #(6,7) >
#(7,6)].

To obtain a statistical test, we compared the summed
frequencies below the diagonal vs the sum of the diago-
nal + above diagonal entries against the Null Hypothesis
of equality. In support of Hypothesis 2, this test easily
reached statistical significance (y%(1) = 168.57, p < .001).
Thus, not only are shallow ICs indeed endorsed more of-
ten, but the shallow vs deep IC endorsement pattern has
the hypothesized hierarchical properties.

CONCLUSIONS AND LIMITATIONS

This research showed that shallow (i.e., ‘benign and
controllable’) and deep (‘negative and with seemingly
autonomous agency’) ICs are not two separate classes
of altered experiences. Rather, they form a reasonably
robust hierarchy with shallow IC characters and behav-
iors reliably preceding their deeper and more troubling
forms. In fact, there is statistical evidence that percipi-
ents of deep ICs show bandwagon effects that preclude
any distinctions between shallow and deep IC experi-
ences. This structured evolution of perceptual contents
could indicate psychopathological risks in the maturation
of a child’s character or personality. Our findings are thus
not merely theoretical but have important clinical value.
Moreover, we speculate that children experiencing deep
ICs (especially due to loneliness) often rely on religio-cul-
tural cues or other social influences to contextualize their
perceptions as encounters with paranormal entities like
“ghosts or fairies” (cf. Laythe, Houran, & Little, 2021; Lit-
tle et al., 2021; Young, 2018).
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However, our study has several important limitations.
Most notably, the results should be replicated using larg-
er and more diverse samples to ensure the consistency
and stability of our IC model. We also note that while
network models provide useful information, this statis-
tical information does not have inferential validity, so
interpretations are confined to the description of nodes
and interrelationships between variables. Another pos-
sible limitation concerns the items of the questionnaire.
The current items might be extended to better cover the
different facets of dissociation and dissociative states.
Particularly, derealization (i.e., detachment of external re-
ality from mental representations) and depersonalization
(i.e., detachment of internal bodily feeling from mental
representations). Future versions of the questionnaire,
therefore, could be more precise in the clinical diagnosis
based on ICs, for example, in the prognosis of schizotypy
vs. schizophrenia vs. DID. Relatedly, we did not directly
measure schizotypal-dissociative tendencies in our re-
spondents. It will thus be important for new research
to explicitly link our IC model to increases in these ten-
dencies. We are nonetheless encouraged by independent
studies that have started to establish such connections
(e.g., Drinkwater et al., 2022; Zarei et al., 2022).

GENERAL DISCUSSION

Notwithstanding potential confounds with retro-
spective studies (e.g., Ayhan & Isiksal, 2004; Talari & Goy-
al, 2020; Van Der Vaart et al., 1995), the empirical findings
here consistently supported our theory-driven hypothe-
ses. First, Rasch scaling and non-parametric methods
alike showed that IC perceptions form a true (probabil-
istic) hierarchy. Second, the endorsement hierarchy of IC
experiences varied little across respondents’ age, gen-
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der, having siblings, as well as the respondents’ number
of past ICs or their decision to inform others about their
IC. Third, the IC experience hierarchy starts with shallow
(ostensibly adaptive) perceptions that appear to be un-
der the control of the experients, which transition into
deep perceptions at higher levels of IC intensity while be-
coming progressively negative (ostensibly maladaptive)
in the contents and involving ICs with autonomous wills
and actions. This agrees with previous speculations on IC
character formation (Hoff, 2005; Pica, 1999), although it
adds the observation that IC experiences form a hierar-
chy such that ‘negative/deep’ forms were nearly always
preceded by ‘positive/shallow’ forms —but not vice ver-
sa. Further, the network analyses indicated that, loosely
speaking, respondents ostensibly invented ICs to combat
their loneliness.

However, the preceding picture is marred by the
finding of significant Rasch hierarchy shifts in respon-
dents reporting two or more deep beliefs, as is entailed
by the remaining two hypotheses. Consistent with the
notion that deep ICs comprise perceptions that involve
cognitive bandwagon effects, we found that the distinc-
tion between positive and negative experiences (largely)
disappears for those endorsing deep IC items (Hypothesis
4). The resulting measurement distortions are sufficiently
powerful to successfully identify shallow vs deep IC ex-
perients (Hypothesis 5). Together, this caused inconsis-
tencies in the estimation of respondents’ IC intensity that
cannot be corrected using more complex Item Response
models (e.g., Carlson, 2021) or non-parametric scaling
approaches (e.g., Molenaar, 2002). Although this was not
further pursued, the use of ‘Saltus’ type models, as pio-
neered by Wilson (1989), appears an appropriate option
here.

Affirming Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3 implies that IC ex-
periences are basically innocuous, with more intense or
negative IC experiences being no more than “too much
of a good thing.” However, the support for Hypotheses 4
and 5 suggests that deep ICs induce marked perceptual
distortions. Thus far, we have described these distortions
in terms of deep vs shallow ICs, cognitive bandwagon ef-
fects, and measurement inconsistencies — and, at least
for our sample, it seems likely that ICs did not reflect ex-
plicit psychopathology. Nonetheless, the entire range of
IC experiences might still involve dissociation-schizotyp-
al type processes (cf. Drinkwater et al., 2022; Giesbrecht
et al., 2007; Zarei et al., 2022). For instance, future stud-
ies might discover that the research and theory on mir-
ror-gazing provides a suitable framework to describe and
understand the hierarchy of IC character formation (for
reviews, see Caputo, 2019; Caputo et al., 2021; Lange et
al., 2022; Martiniz-Conde & Macknik, 2019).
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Particularly, perceptual distortions predictably occur
even when healthy (non-clinical) subjects stare intently
into a mirror or into another individual’s face for about
ten minutes under conditions of low illumination. The re-
ported experiences include (a) derealization (i.e., changes
in sensory maps of external world processing; hence, vi-
sual deformations in perceptions, such as distorted facial
features, animal faces, and cartoon-like faces); (b) deper-
sonalization (i.e., changes of multisensory integration on
bodily-self; hence, out-of-body experiences, and ‘sensed
presences, which may eventually be embodied beyond or
behind a specular image); and (c) dissociative identity (i.e.,
changes with self-concept, thus ‘projections’ of strange
personalities in place of the subject’s real face reflected
in the mirror, experiences of double or multiple person-
alities, and idealized characters such as visions of a child
or an adolescent).

Although more research is needed to disentangle
these three dissociative phenomena potentially influ-
encing the phenomenology of ICs, we propose that the
14 IC items represent measures of the different facets of
dissociative-identity. For example, the ‘shallow-to-deep’
dichotomy could reflect the increase of depersonalization
in the deep items. In fact, when ICs show independent
autonomy, aka ‘agency’ (e.g., Item 8, “My imaginary friend
had knowledge about my life that | did not have”), this
could be the proof that a depersonalization occurred and
that the IC takes over the experient’s agency, which is
the high-level component of the minimal-self (Gallagher,
2000). Similarly, the other component of minimal-self
— which is body-ownership and ‘sense of presence’ —
might be involved even at other stages of IC deepening
(e.g., Item 10: “My imaginary friend did not like others to
know about him/her” or Item 6: “My imaginary friend told
me to keep secrets”). In fact, when “secrets” are required
from the IC experient, this possibly presupposes that ICs
have obtained body-ownership and consequently a ‘sense
of presence’ that the experient does not grasp for him/
herself and, thus, the autonomous IC can direct the ex-
perient.

This line of thinking offers several testable hypoth-
eses. For example, we expect that structural equation
modeling will find that reported IC experiences intensify
in accordance with scores on measures of schizotypy or
dissociation, and that IC contents parallel the progres-
sion of perceptions reported during eye or mirror-gazing
protocols, i.e., the chain of ‘derealization - depersonal-
ization — dissociative identity’ (Lange et al., 2022). Of
course, future studies would need to measure the percep-
tual contents of IC experiences more comprehensively by
adding items that more distinctly reference putative de-
realization, depersonalization, and dissociative identity.
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This approach can also permit refinements in new ques-
tionnaire statements that aim to explore whether ICs can
comprise ‘negative/shallow’ and ‘positive/deep’ forms,
which would run counter to the modeling and findings
reported here. We are actively exploring these issues and
will prepare follow-up reports in due course.

IMPLICATIONS AND APPLICATIONS

The study and understanding of deep ICs are not lim-
ited to isolated lines of research or theory. The contents
of these experiences suggest application to many areas,
including transpersonal psychology, parapsychology, al-
tered states of consciousness, and even spirituality, when
people’s interpretations of deep ICs involve supernatural
agents with seemingly benevolent or sinister motives. In
fact, ICs could offer a greenfield of research opportuni-
ties that advance our understanding of encounter expe-
riences that seem outwardly different but share similar
perceptual contents and narrative structures. Thus, we
fully expect that the IC model discussed here can inform
these other related phenomena—especially in contexts
where the ostensibly ‘anomalous beings or sentient
forces’ show ostensibly independent agency, involve
distressing perceptual contents, or persist over time (see,
e.g., Laythe et al., 2021).

The study of ICs likewise has practical implications for
assessment in clinical practice (Armah & Landers-Potts,
2021; Taylor, 1999). A case in point is the Melbourne As-
sessment of Schizotypy in Kids (MASK), which contains
two items about childhood ICs that purportedly reflect
‘positive’ schizotypal symptoms (Jones et al., 2015, Ta-
ble 3), i.e.: (a) “Refers to imaginary characters, creatures,
or events” and (b) “Imaginary characters, creatures, or
events appear important to the child, more so than ac-
tual friends or events.” With regards to (a), we note that
simply referring to imaginary agents is probably useless
for clinical diagnostics. Statement (b) is more appropriate
as it points to experiences beyond superficial or transac-
tional behaviors.

Recall, however, that our network model identified
Item 8 (i.e., “My imaginary friend had knowledge about
my life that | did not have”) as the most central node, and
we suggest adding items related to this topic as neither
(a) nor (b) touch this crucial issue that hints at autono-
my in IC agency that perhaps suggests an anomalous, al-
tered, or pathological experience. Thus, this theme might
delineate the point at which ICs with adaptive or positive
contents are at risk for (if not already evolving to) more
maladaptive forms. Treatment considerations are rele-
vant since the need to diagnose prodromal dissociative
disturbances and DID early in its course of development,
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before trauma, might initiate detachment of bodily-self
and detachment of external reality, thus before compart-
mentalization of an alter personality begun fighting for
the subject’s control.
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INTRODUCTION

In life, many of us, from one time or another, contem-
plate our own demise. Thus, the dilemma of life and our
subsequent death affects us all as we strive to negotiate
life’s journey, and this may provide the drive needed to
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of Professional Exposure
to Death and Dying

HIGHLIGHTS

Exposure to death and dying in professional settings coincides with lower reports of
death anxiety, regardless of high-exposure vs. non-exposure professions.

ABSTRACT

Previous research has examined the relationship between exposure to death and dying
and death anxiety. However, the extent to whicﬁ research in this area provides a coher-
ent body of work is unclear. To investigate varied exposures of death and dying and to
reproduce findings, a measure that encompasses the range of ways in which people can
be exposed is necessary. Accordingly, this study developed a new measure, the Expo-
sure to Death and Dying Scale (ED&DS), and investigated specifically how professional
exposure to death and dying was related to death anxiety in high-exposure and non-ex-
posure professions. Professional exposure is defined as exposure to death and dying
in a professional setting, as opposed to in one’s personal relationships or with one’s
self. The Death Anxiety Scale Extended (DAS-E) was used to provide a score for unease
surrounding death. Participants (N = 468) were separated into different groups based
on their profession: non-exposure professions and high-exposure professions, which
consistecrof 6 sub-categories: mental health professionals, the general medical field,
nursing, mortuary professionals, end-of-life care, and forensic professionals. Profes-
sional exposure rates to both death and dying were calculated, as well as death anxiety
scores and time spent in each profession. Non-exposure professions were shown to
have lower levels of exposure tﬁan all categories of high-exposure professions. One-
way ANOVA revealed that exposure (vs. nors professionals had a lower level of death
anxiety. High-exposure occupations varied in levels of death anxiety. The mental health
group had the highest mean death anxiety (111.52), followed by the forensic profes-
sionals 8107.36), eneral medical field 8106.66 , nurses (104.79), mortuary professionals
(104.60), and end-of-life carers (93.89). Although there was a trend toward a decline in
death anxiety with increasing time spent in high-exposure occupations, there was also
an increase in death anxiety among individua%s with the longest tenure in their field,
indicating that this is not a clear linear relationship. Overall, this study showed that the
higher professional exposure to death and dying, the lower that individual’s reported
death anxiety was, regardless of the type of exposure experienced.

KEYWORDS

Exposure to death, exposure to dying, death anxiety, measurement, scale develop-
ment.

achieve goals and survive or avoid death altogether. These
competing factors (life and death) allied to a variety of
beneficial and destructive behaviors/beliefs mediate
our perception of what it is to exist whilst giving mean-
ing to the life we inhabit. In order to appraise the emo-
tional impact of this, several psychological theories have
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emerged to explain how it materializes. Terror Manage-
ment Theory (TMT) explains this disparity can be eased
in various ways: cultural attachment, leaving a legacy
through having children, confidence-building behaviors,
and attaining social status and achievements, all with the
aim of gaining a figurative immortality through avoiding a
focus on death (Greenburg, 2012). Alternatively, Meaning
Management Theory (MMT) contends that people do not
alleviate the inevitability of death through avoidance, as
with TMT, but rather acceptance is a means to assuage
the anxiety that comes with inevitable death, resulting
in a more ample and meaningful life (Wong, 2008; Wong
& Tomer, 2011). What TMT and MMT have in common
is both posit that awareness of death will result in con-
nection to one’s culture and the seeking out of self-es-
teem, reducing the impression that one is vulnerable to
life threatening variables, but these outcomes will be due
to contradictory reasons: minimizing terror versus maxi-
mizing meaning (Wong & Tomer, 2011). While there is the
concept of a “death drive” proposed by Freud and other
psychoanalysts, which is an initiative towards destruc-
tion and aggression, including with one’s own life, this
theory has remained largely rebuked and countered with
the opinion that it is in our nature to uphold survival and
any self-serving destructiveness exists only in pathology,
whether inborn or due to trauma (Kernberg, 2009).

Being exposed to death and the process of dying,
whether through cultural influence, the media, or person-
al experience, contributes to an awareness that there is
an end to the experience of life. Research exploring how
this exposure influences perceptions of life, death, and
the afterlife is ripe for a variety of lenses to examine, in-
cluding personal, relational, and societal views across the
life span of life. The varying nature of one’s relationship
with death and dying before, during, and after an expo-
sure can influence their approach to and outlook on life
and death in considerable ways, depending on how and
when an exposure occurred, under what circumstances,
and what resources are available at the time (Bolaséll, Ol-
iveira, & Kristensen, 2021; Keyes et al., 2014; Smith-Gre-
enway, Weitzman, Lin, & Huss, 2023). Also, the frequency
of exposure to death and dying has been shown to have
an effect on individuals, including the potential for desen-
sitization if at high volumes (Peal, Handal, & Gilner, 1981).
This desensitization arguably exists as a function to deal
with persistent exposure, reducing anxieties surrounding
death, and furthering the complexity of how exposure to
death and dying affects beliefs and perceptions.

Death Anxiety

Both TMT and MMT acknowledge that awareness
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of death relates to anxiety surrounding death. Templer
(1970) described death anxiety as the apprehension of
one’s permanent elimination along with the uneasiness
of the dying process. He thoroughly examined the idea of
death anxiety in his 1970 research, which led him to de-
velop a measure for death anxiety called the Death Anx-
iety Scale (DAS), and the extended version later in 2006
(DAS-E). These scales have allowed the concept of death
anxiety to be used widely in death-related research with
how it appears in different cultures (Jamadar & Kumari,
2019; Sharif-Nia, 2019), religions (Davoudi, 2022; Jong,
2020), age groups (Slaughter & Griffiths, 2007; Jong,
2020), and how it pertains to healthcare professionals
(Clare, Elander, & Baraniak, 2022; Langs, 2018).

In contemporary Western society, Kastenbaum and
Moreman (2018) postulate that there is a simultaneous
acceptance and denial towards death, which creates cog-
nitive dissonance surrounding death’s impossibility and
inevitability. This could be a contributing factor to death
anxiety, which includes a variety of speculated variables:
thoughts surrounding what it’s like to experience the pro-
cess of dying, what happens after death, the fear gener-
ated from the loss of everything one has known, the de-
struction of self, the cost of one’s accomplishments and
creations, losing control over the people in one’s care,
and the potential isolation during and after death (Gire,
2013). Death anxiety is a widely used term in death-relat-
ed research which has resulted in a complex, multidimen-
sional understanding of the phenomena (Pollak, 1980),
and it is often used to describe a simultaneous phobia,
or externally generated fear, and obsession, or internally
generated fear (Lester & Templer, 1993).

Research exploring death anxiety in individuals has
resulted in various trends and correlations. As highlighted
by Templer’s 2006 paper utilizing the DAS, death anxiety
is often positively correlated with good adjustment, neg-
atively correlated with psychopathology, and religious
individuals tend to have lower death anxiety totals than
the secular community. DAS scores tend to remain stable
through most of life but lower during the elderly phase,
families tend to have similar levels of death anxiety, and
men tend to have lower DAS scores than women (Templer
et al., 2006). Furthermore, periods of heightened stress
can affect an individual’s ability to adapt to the presence
of death anxiety, creating an ebb and flow of its impact in
one’s life (Iverach, Menzies, & Menzies, 2014).

The impact death anxiety has on individuals can vary
greatly as a function of factors such as culture, environ-
ment, social norms, and mental health. Studies show a
relationship between death anxiety and an increased
aggression toward those who threaten one’s worldview
(McGreggor et al., 1998), increased phobic and compul-
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sive behaviors (Strachan et al., 2007), a variety of anxiety
disorders (Arndt, Routledge, Cox, & Goldenberg, 2005),
obsessive-compulsive disorder (Menzes, Sharpe, &
Dar-Nimrod, 2020), and psychopathology (Maxfield, John,
& Pyszczynski, 2014). So not only are there various points
of influence on what is associated with death anxiety, but
how death anxiety manifests in individual perceptions,
beliefs, behaviors, and well-being can also differ.

Measuring Exposure to Death and Dying

Awareness of death occurs through exposure to
death or dying, whether first-hand experiences or vicari-
ously via the media, storytelling, or other cultural outlets.
Understanding how different types of exposure relate to
death anxiety can shed light on how these various expo-
sures to death and dying are associated with beliefs sur-
rounding death, including death anxiety. With the idea
that it’s human nature to diminish anxieties about death,
how exposure to death affects those efforts became a
question of interest for this study.

To better understand how frequent exposure to death
and dying affects various populations, there are limita-
tions in previous research that need to be addressed.
Most importantly, there is currently no universally used
or accepted way to measure exposure to death and dying.
The research that focuses on exposure to death and dy-
ing uses a wide variety of methods to determine subjects’
level and types of exposure across studies. Because re-
searchers are using such an array of measures, it results
in an insufficient exploration of how exposure to death
and dying impacts people, as well as the ability to repli-
cate findings.

Previous research addressing exposure to death
and dying tends to fall into one of the following, limited
groupings: only measuring exposure to death, or expo-
sure to dying, but not both (Linly & Joseph, 2005; Pirelli
& Jeglic, 2009); measuring exposure to death and dying in
the personal sphere, the professional sphere, or with the
individual themself, but not across all three areas (Dutta
& Kaur, 2014; Hashemi, Oroojan, Rassouli, & Ashrafiza-
deh, 2023; Hoelter & Hoelter, 1981); using generalized
participant reports of exposure to death and dying, such
as asking participants to share approximate and ill-de-
fined estimates of how much exposure they've experi-
enced (Kane & Hogan, 1986); and relying on assumptions
that all members of a certain population have the same
levels or types of exposure, such as presuming that all
nurses in a hospital have the same amount or types of
exposure (Dutta & Karr, 2014; Peters, et al., 2013), or that
all types of exposure are created equal (Hotchkiss, 2018).

These variants and deficits in looking at exposure to
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death and dying from a broader perspective have led to
the need for an exhaustive way to measure the diversity
in which individuals can experience exposure that covers
both death and dying, as well as exposure in personal
relationships, the professional sphere, and with oneself.
This will allow researchers to thoroughly investigate how
different types of exposure relate to subjects’ views on
death in a standardized way and allow for replication
studies to be more easily conducted and evaluated. With-
out a universal measure to determine exposure to death
and dying, researchers are limiting themselves by not be-
ing able to look at the bigger, systematic picture.

The Present Study

This research explored how professional exposure
to death and dying relates to death anxiety. Professional
exposure is defined as exposure to death and dying in a
professional setting, as opposed to in one’s personal re-
lationships or with one’s self. Explicitly, we investigated
how levels of death anxiety differed between professions
with high and low levels of exposure. Examined rates of
death anxiety among various high-exposure professions.
Explored if any variation in death anxiety existed be-
tween those exposed to death and those exposed to dy-
ing. Measured how death anxiety changes depending on
the amount of time high-exposure professionals spend in
their careers. How death anxiety manifests between dif-
ferent types of high-exposure professions, as well as dif-
ferences in death anxiety between professional exposure
to death and professional exposure to dying, have yet to
be explored. However, previous research indicates that
high exposure to both death and dying relates to positive
attitudes about death (Anderson et al., 2008; Baykan et
al., 2021; Braun et al., 2010) and increased well-being on
the job (Guidetti et al., 2022). While time in one’s career
does not necessarily equate to higher exposure rates,
it is speculated that those who have spent a significant
amount of time in a high-exposure profession will have
had an elevated amount of exposure when compared to
someone new in their profession (Baykan et. al., 2021). A
highly exploratory approach was used in this study to ex-
amine these research questions, and a new method was
utilized in order to determine the soundness of an origi-
nal measure of exposure to death and dying.

Due to inadequacies of previous measures, this study
developed a new measure to examine exposures to both
death and dying in the professional sphere, in personal
relationships, and with one’s own life in order to produce
a standard that focuses on the varied ways individuals ex-
perience exposure to death and dying. The new measure
called the Exposure to Death and Dying Scale (ED&DS),
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used a 5-point Likert scale (scale of 1 Never to 5 Very Of-
ten) in response to 24 total prompts asking “how often
in your lifetime have you..” followed by various types of
exposure to death and dying, such as “been exposed to
immediate family members after death,” “participated in
body preparation or memorialization in a professional ca-
pacity,” and “had a diagnosis of a life-threatening illness.”
In order to cover the various types of exposure to death
and dying, the ED&DS contained six subscales with four
items each: exposure to death in personal relationships,
exposure to dying in personal relationships, exposure to
death in the professional sphere, exposure to dying in the
professional sphere, exposure to one’s own death, and
exposure to one’s own dying. Items for this scale were
derived from exploring the existing measures that as-
sess exposure to death and dying in these various areas,
as well as reading the literature on ways in which people
experience exposure to death and dying. The ED&DS pro-
duced a total score for the level of exposure in subjects,
and also a sub-score for each of the six subscales, which
were used to explore specific types of exposure.

Though the ED&DS can be used to examine different
types of exposure to death and dying, this study honed
in on two subscales in order to answer the exploratory
questions of the study: professional exposure to death
and professional exposure to dying. By focusing on expo-
sure to death and dying in the professional sphere as it
relates to death anxiety, it allowed the new ED&DS to be
reviewed in an intentional way, as there are other studies
that examine the relationship between professional ex-
posure and death anxiety which were used as a baseline
for comparison. Even though these other studies have a
variety of methods in determining exposure to death and
dying, trends and correlations were considered in relation
to the current research.

Those with high levels of exposure to death and dy-
ing were of particular interest in this research, such as
nurses, end-of-life carers, forensic professionals, mor-
tuary professionals, and funeral professionals, amongst
other occupations. Those who are exposed to death and
dying over and over again on the job, with less personal
or emotional attachment to those who are dead or dy-
ing than when in one’s personal life, were posited to have
their own unique views on death, dying, and the afterlife
as compared to those who aren’t professionally exposed
or exposed in alternative ways. The differences unveiled
between those with high, and those with low levels of
professional exposure to death and dying help reveal how
death-related beliefs are constructed, sustained, and
change over time.

METHOD
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Participants

This study collected data from 468 participants.
There were 115 male participants (24.57%), 327 female
participants (69.87%), 25 non-binary or 3rd gender par-
ticipants (5.34%), and 1 participant who preferred not
to indicate their gender (0.21%). The ages of participants
ranged from 18-81, with a mean age of 43.84 and an SD
of 14.73. Country of residence varied, with 123 residing in
the UK (26.28%), 321 residing in the US (68.59%), and 24
residing in Canada (5.12%),

To ensure some participants would have high levels
of exposure to death and dying in the professional sphere
and others would not, recruitment took place on social
media, as well as by targeting workplaces and organiza-
tions that contain individuals who have a high level of
exposure to death and dying, such as nursing groups,
care homes, funeral homes, hospice organizations, para-
medic communities, etc. In those instances, permission
was obtained from the company/organization prior to
recruitment, and the approach to recruitment adhered
to those locations’ policies, typically via email or being
included in a newsletter. Participants were also obtained
in person, mainly on a university campus in Manchester,
England. Demographic information was obtained from
participants, including their age, gender, country of res-
idence, profession, and how much time has been spent
in their profession. Participation consisted of self-report
measures.

Initially, as an exploratory approach, participants
were separated into two groups: low-exposure profes-
sions and high-exposure professions. Participants placed
in these initial categories were done so by the reasonable
assumption of the amount of exposure to either death or
dying they have had during said profession. These high
versus low categories were then confirmed by looking at
both the grand total score of the ED&DS along with the
professional exposure to death and professional expo-
sure to dying subscale items. It was determined that par-
ticipants were, in fact, in the high exposure group when
they had an exposure score above the total participant
mean for any of the eight professional exposure to death
or professional exposure to dying items, as various pro-
fessions will have different exposures based on their job
criteria. Once confirmed to be in the high or low profes-
sional exposure groups, the high-exposure professions
were categorized into like-categories based on similar
self-reported job titles, which resulted in 6 different cate-
gories of exposure professions. These categories varied in
types of exposure, with some having exposure to death,
some having exposure to the process of dying, and some
having exposure to both. These six groups included: men-
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tal health professionals, the general medical field, nurs-
ing, mortuary professionals, end-of-life care, and foren-
sic professionals. Non-exposure professions remained in
their own grouping.

Mental health professionals included therapists,
counselors, and social workers. This group was specu-
lated to have more of a vicarious exposure to death and
dying, as in patients discussing the topic more so than
these professionals experiencing exposure to death and
dying directly. The general medical field category con-
tained participants in a variety of medical-related posi-
tions, such as doctors, surgeons, paramedics, physical
therapists, general carers, medical assistants, and those
who work in medical offices, amongst others. This group
was speculated to have more exposure to the process of
dying than death. The nursing category was composed of
those who specifically stated “nurse” or “nursing” as their
profession. This group was speculated to have exposure
to both death and dying. End-of-life care professionals in-
cluded hospice carers and death doulas and were specu-
lated to have higher exposure to both death and dying, as
they not only care for those who are dying, but they also
are often with others after death. Mortuary professionals
were funeral directors, corners, morticians, embalmers,
cremators, cemetery workers, and those in body trans-
portation. This group was speculated to have a higher ex-
posure to death than to dying. The forensic professional
category was composed of crime scene investigators and
cleaners. This group was speculated to have more expo-
sure to death than to dying.

Participants could withdraw by emailing the principal
investigator (email provided on the participant informa-
tion form), and participants were automatically removed
from the study if they indicated they were under 18 years
of age or if they failed to complete the questionnaires.
Participants outside of the UK, US, and Canada were also
excluded, as mental health resources were provided for
those three countries because of the potentially dis-
tressing nature of inquiring about exposure to death and
dying, as well as death anxiety. Per ethical guidelines, 7
participants were excluded for indicating “other” as their
country of residence (1.49%).

Measures

As this study explored professional exposure as it re-
lates to death anxiety, the two subscales of the ED&DS
that were utilized were professional exposure to death
and professional exposure to dying. While participants
completed the 24-item ED&DS, for the purposes of this
paper, only the eight items in the professional subscales
were analyzed, which included prompts to determine the
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frequency of professional exposure, such as: dead bodies,
body identification, body preparation or memorialization,
caring for dying individuals, and threat of an individual’s
death, among others. These subscales provide a total
possible score of professional exposure to death and dy-
ing that ranges from 8 to 40, and, when looking at pro-
fessional exposure to death and professional exposure to
dying subscales separately, there is an alternative sub-
score ranging from 4 to 20 for each. Reliability for this
scale is presented in the Analysis section.

The Death Anxiety Scale - Extended (DAS-E) was
used to determine participants’ level of death anxiety,
providing a total score for each participant. While Tem-
pler’s (2006) original development of the DAS-E utilized
an orthogonal factor analysis with varimax rotation that
identified ten different factors in the scale, this study
used the DAS-E as a unidimensional scale with a single,
total death anxiety score ranging from a possible 51 to
255 (Lester, 2007) in order to alleviate the varying fac-
tors found between studies (Durlak, 1982). The unidi-
mensional approach is aimed to reduce the criticisms
the DAS and DAS-E have faced, mainly the factor validity
of these scales. The true/false forced choice scales used
in the original DAS-E were also switched to a 5-point
scale (scale of 1 Strongly Disagree to 5 Strongly Agree),
as other research has shown a Likert scale provides the
DAS with more internal consistency (Abdel-Khalek, 1997;
Durlak, 1982; McMordie, 1979). Five items in the DAS-E
are scored inversely (Items 2, 3, 5, 6, 7, and 15), and all
other items are scored in a true direction. Reliability for
this total scale was good, a = .90.

ETHICS

This research has been approved by the ethical com-
mittee of Manchester Metropolitan University, EthOS
Reference Number: 40352.

ANALYSIS

Initially, the ED&DS was examined using explorato-
ry factor analysis (EFA). Factor extraction used the un-
weighted least squares method along with direct oblimin
oblique rotation. This approach is recommended when
interdependence is assumed to exist among potential
underlying factors (Escola-Gascén, 2020). Initial eigen-
values for each factor were considered in addition to the
total quantity of explained variance. Parallel analysis was
also conducted to advise the number of factors to extract
(Horn, 1965). Items loading = .4 on a factor were judged
to effectively represent said factor, and items loading =
.4 on more than one factor reflected an intolerable degree
of cross-loading (Thompson, 2004). Subsequently, data
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were looked at in terms of the breakdown of high-ex-
posure versus non-exposure career categories, rates of
exposure to death and dying in those career categories,
rates of death anxiety amongst the various careers, and
how the amount of time in a career relates to death anxi-
ety. Univariate, one-tailed ANOVAs were used with a con-
fidence level of .05.

RESULTS
Exploratory Factor Analysis

The Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin test was initially utilized to
indicate if items were satisfactorily correlated, which
reported a suitable value of .86. A five-factor extraction
accounted for 63.85% of the variance. Parallel analy-

DEATH ANXIETY

sis suggested the extraction of four factors. However, a
four-factor solution was not deemed to be as interpre-
table as a five-factor solution (i.e., one factor contained
cross-loadings on all loading items). Therefore, a five-fac-
tor solution was selected as the most interpretable. Fac-
tor loadings are presented in Table 1. For the purposes of
the current study, specific items loaded on distinct fac-
tors representing Professional Exposure to Death and
Professional Exposure to Dying. Reliability was good for
each subscale (Professional Exposure to Death a = .89,
w =.90; Professional Exposure to Dying a = .92, w = .92).
Remaining factors represented Death and Dying in Per-
sonal Relationships (a = .88, w = .88), Own Death with
an emphasis on threat and serious illness (a = .76, w =
.75), and Own Dying with an emphasis on near-death ex-

Table 1. Summary of EFA Results for the ED&DS Items. Note: Items ranked according to loading.

Factor Loadings (E = Eigenvalue, VE = Variance Explained)

Item* Factor1(E = 6.71,

VE = 27.95%)

Factor 1 (E = 3.89,
VE = 16.21%)

Factor1(E = 2.41
VE = 10.05%)

Factor1(E = 1.27,
VE = 5.30%)

Factor1(E = 1.27,
VE = 4.39%)

9 97
10 .85

1 71

12 .58

8 77
7 77
3 74
4 71
5 68
6 .66

17
21
18
24
15
14
13
16
22
20
19
23

77
73
.63
.51
78
.68
.68
.57
.52
.49
46
17
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perience (a = .52, w = .54). This last factor displayed low
reliability and possessed an item with weak loading (.17).
It is beyond the scope of this paper, but future iterations
of the scale are required with particular attention to the
items representing this final factor.

Breakdown of Professions

Participants had a range of careers, with a total of
283 (60.47%) reported professions not associated with
exposure to death or dying. One-hundred eighty-five par-
ticipants (39.53%) reported professions associated with
higher exposure to death or dying. Of the professions as-
sociated with higher exposure to death and dying, they
were divided into six subgroups: the mental health field,
which consisted of 29 participants (15.67%) and a mean
amount of time in this career of 12.17 years; the general
medical field, which consisted of 47 participants (25.40%)
and a mean amount of time in this career of 14.15 years;
nursing, which consisted of 42 participants (22.70%) and
a mean amount of time in this career of 22.67 years; the
mortuary professionals, which consisted of 30 partici-
pants (16.22%) and a mean amount of time in this career
of 10.63 years; end-of-life care, which consisted of 18 par-
ticipants (9.73%) and a mean amount of time in this career
of 8.0 years; and forensic professionals, which consisted
of 19 participants (10.27%) and a mean amount of time in
this career of 10.47 years. The mean amount of time par-
ticipants who were in a non-exposure career was 10.93

Table 2. Profession Categories and Time in Professions

% of Mean
par- Time in
N SD Median
Profession tici-  Profession
Category pants  (years)
Non-exposure
283 60 10.93 11.04 7.00
Professions
High-Exposure
185 40 14.17 12.17 10.00
Professions
Mental Health 29 16 12.17 10.74 10.00
General Medi-
47 25 14.15 10.95 11.00
cal Field
Nursing 42 23 22.67 14.86 21.50
Mortuary Pro-
30 16 10.63 8.97 8.00
fessionals
End-of-Life
18 10 8.00 8.96 5.50
Care
Forensic Pro-
19 10 10.47 8.37 9.00

fessionals
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years. Table 2 shows the breakdown of profession cate-
gories and time in said professions.

Rates of Exposure to Death and Dying

Rates of professional exposure to death and dying via
the ED&DS were compared. Table 3 shows non-exposure
professions compared to all high-exposure professions,
while Table 4 shows the breakdown of the high-exposure
profession categories. The mean and standard deviation
were calculated based on the four professional expo-
sure to dying items and the four professional exposure
to death items in the ED&DS and were compared to each
professional category, including non-exposure profes-
sionals. Overall, non-exposure professionals reported
lower levels of exposure to both death and dying in all
areas, except with participating in body identification, in
which end-of-life carers reported lower levels of expo-
sure (M = 1.06, SD = 0.24) than non-exposure profession-
als (M =1.12, SD = 0.58).

Mental health professionals experienced more expo-
sure to death than dying, with the highest exposure com-
ing from exposure to the threat of an individual’s death
(M = 3.24, SD = 1.41). The general medical field were ex-
posed to the process of dying more often than death, with
the highest exposures coming from caring for dying indi-
viduals (M = 3.28, SD = 1.78) and the threat of an individ-
ual’s death (M = 3.13, SD = 1.58). Nurses had high levels of
both exposure to dying and exposure to death, with the
highest dying exposure being caring for dying individuals
(M = 4.50, SD = 0.92) being tied with the highest exposure
to death stemming from being exposed to dead bodies
(M = 4.50, SD = 0.97). Overall, nurses reported the high-
est numbers of both professional dying and death expo-
sures with notable means over the total across the board.
Mortuary professionals had higher levels of exposure to
death than exposure to dying, with the most significant
exposure coming from being exposed to dead bodies (M =
4.83, SD = 0.53). However, participating in body prepara-
tion or memorialization was a close second (M = 4.60, SD
= 0.81). The category for end-of-life care had higher levels
of exposure than the totalin both dying and death. Caring
for dying individuals was the highest report of exposure
to dying for this group (M = 3.67, SD = 1.24), and being ex-
posed to dead bodies was the highest report of exposure
to death (M = 3.00, SD = 1.46). Forensic professionals re-
ported a higher level of exposure to death than exposure
to dying, with exposure to dead bodies and being exposed
to dead individuals at the scene of death being tied for the
highest type of exposure reported (M = 4.95, SD = 0.23).

When looking at the different types of exposure to
death and dying, nurses reported the highest levels of
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Table 3. Levels of Professional Exposure to Dying and Death Amongst High and Non-Exposure professions
Exposure to Dying Exposure to Death
Dying at Dead at Body prepara-
Profession Cared for moment Processof Threatof Dead thescene Bodyiden- tion or memo-
Category dying of death death death bodies of death tification rialization
Non- Mean 141 1.27 1.29 148 1.49 1.32 112 1.26
éxposure  gp 102 0.83 0.88 1.06 110 0.93 0.58 0.86
Profes-
sion
High- Mean 3.14 2.78 2.95 3.36 3.78 3.29 2.16 2.76
exposure  gp 17 162 1.74 378 1.60 1.76 1.64 170
Profes-
sion
Mean 2.09 1.87 1.94 2.23 2.40 2.10 153 1.85
Total
SD 1.58 1.41 1.52 1.57 1.73 1.64 1.23 1.46

professional exposure to dying across the board with
caring for dying individuals (M = 4.50, SD = 0.92), being
exposed to dying individuals at the moment of death (M
= 4.10, SD = 1.21), participating in the process of an indi-
vidual’s death (M = 4.07, SD = 1.52), and being exposed to
the threat of an individual’s death (M = 4.38, SD = 1.06).
Amongst professional exposure to death, forensic profes-
sionals reported the highest levels of exposure to dead

bodies (M = 4.95, SD = 0.23), exposure to dead individuals
at the scene of death (M = 4.95, SD = 0.23), and participat-
ing in body identification (M = 3.79, SD = 1.48). Participa-
tion in body preparation or memorialization was the only
professional death exposure category, whereas another
group, mortuary professionals, reported the highest ex-
posure (M = 4.60, SD = 0.81).

Rates of Death Anxiety

Table 4. Levels of Professional Exposure to Dying and Death Amongst High-Exposure Profession Categories

Exposure to Dying

Exposure to Death

Dying at Dead at Body prepara-

Profession Cared for moment Processof Threatof Dead thescene Bodyiden- tion or memo-
Category dying of death death death bodies of death tification rialization
Mental Mean 2.48 2.00 221 3.24 2.24 2.03 117 1.66
Health sD 1.62 1.63 150 141 173 161 0.60 1.08
General Mean 3.28 2.81 2.77 313 3.32 2.89 1.72 2.19
Medical  ¢p 178 158 168 158 171 175 136 148
Field

Mean 4.50 4.10 4.07 4.38 4.50 3.83 2.00 3.69
Nursing

sD 0.92 121 1.52 1.06 0.97 151 1.45 1.68
Mortuary  Mean 2.30 2.27 2.57 3.30 4.83 3.90 3.63 4.60
Profes- SD 158 148 174 164 0.53 1.63 1.83 0.81
sion
End-of- Mean 3.67 2.83 3.17 2.61 3.00 2.50 1.06 2.06
life Care sD 1.24 143 147 1.79 1.46 151 0.24 1.26

Mean 179 2.00 2.63 2.68 4.95 4.95 3.79 1.68
Forensics

sDb 138 1.20 198 1.06 0.23 0.23 1.48 0.89
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Table 5. Descriptive Differences Between Profes-
sion Categories and Death Anxiety

Mean
Profession Category DAS-E sD
Non-exposure Professions 116.04 25.88
High-Exposure Professions 105.49 22,52
Mental Health 111.52 26.48
General Medical Field 106.66 22.26
Nursing 104.79 20.09
Mortuary Professionals 104.60 2494
End-of-Life Care 93.89 14.99
Forensic Professionals 107.36 22.16

When incorporating the DAS-E, varying levels of
death anxiety emerged among the different profession
categories when a one-way ANOVA was calculated (F(10,
467) = 3.10 p <.001). Tables 5 and Figure 1 show these
results. The exposure professionals had a lower level of
death anxiety overall (M = 105.49, SD = 22.52) when com-
pared to the non-exposure professionals (M = 116.04, SD
= 25.88). When looking at the breakdown of the different
categories of exposure professionals, the mental health
group had the highest mean death anxiety (M = 111.52,
SD = 26.48), and end-of-life carers had the lowest mean
death anxiety (M = 93.89, SD = 14.99). The remaining cat-
egories (mental health, general medical field, nursing,
mortuary professions, and forensic professionals) all had

Kelly Curtis, Neil Dagnall, Kenneth Drinkwater, & Andrew Denovan

a similar mean death anxiety level reported.
Exposure to Death and Dying with Death Anxiety

A bi-variate correlation was calculated with both the
high-exposure and the non-exposure groups in order to
compare professional exposure to death and professional
exposure to dying with death anxiety, as well as differ-
entiate the two groups. The non-exposure professions
group showed a significant correlation in regards to death
anxiety and professional exposure to dying (r = -1.36, n =
283, p = .011) and a non-significant result when correlat-
ing death anxiety and professional exposure to death (r =
-.041,n-283,p =.247).

With the exposure profession categories isolated, a
bi-variate correlation was calculated between the pro-
fessional exposure subscales of the ED&DS (professional
exposure to dying and professional exposure to death)
along with the DAS-E, which showed a negative correla-
tion with exposure to death (r = -.088, n = 185, p =.117)
and exposure to dying (r =-.068, n = 185, p =.181) and
death anxiety. This exhibited that those in professions
with high exposure correlate with lower levels of death
anxiety. However, both of these negative correlations
were not statistically significant.

Although the high-exposure profession group did
not have any statistically significant correlations with
professional exposures and death anxiety, it is worth
noting that when compared to the significant correlation
of non-exposure professionals (professional exposure
to dying and death anxiety), it indicated that, while the
non-exposure group had less professional exposure to

Figure 1. Means Plots for Death Anxiety and Profession Category
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dying, there was a bigger impact to death anxiety in the
non-exposure group than the high-exposure group on the
occasions that it did happen.

Death Anxiety and Time in Profession

The final research question asked how death anxiety
may change over time spent on the job in a high-expo-
sure profession. To explore this, the high-exposure pro-
fessions (N = 185) were separated into five groups of 37
participants each, ranging from least to most time in
their professions regardless of their profession catego-
ry. These five groups were compared with rates of death
anxiety. Table 6 shows the mean death anxiety and stan-
dard deviation for each of the five groups of time in pro-
fession. Group 1, or the group with the least time in their
high-exposure profession, had the highest death anxiety
reported (M = 111.78, SD = 25.88), and then the subse-
quent groups reduced in death anxiety as time on the job
increased [Group 2 (M = 106.27, SD = 23.44); Group 3 (M
= 104.14, SD = 20.67); Group 4 (M = 102.14, SD = 23.15)]
up until the final group 5, which had a slight increase in
death anxiety as compared to group 4 (M = 103.14, SD =
22.25).

While there was a trend of decreased death anxiety
as the groups increased their time in their high-exposure
professions, the slight increase of death anxiety in the
group with the highest amount of time in their profession
(group 5) indicated that this is not a clear relationship.
It is unclear how time in a high-exposure profession cor-
relates with death anxiety overall, as there may be other
factors at play creating this somewhat linear, negative
relationship.

DISCUSSION

The results of this study showed that the higher pro-
fessional exposure to death and dying an individual has,
the lower that individual’s reported death anxiety was,
regardless of the type of exposure experienced. This neg-
ative relationship between exposure and anxiety is often

Table 6. Descriptive Differences Between Time in Pro-
fession and Death Anxiety

Time in Profession

(Low to High) Mean DAS-E SD

Group1 111.78 25.88
Group 2 106.27 23.44
Group 3 104.14 20.67
Group 4 102.14 23.15
Group 5 103.14 22.25
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seen with various psychological factors: more exposure
equates to desensitization, diminished fear, and reduced
mental health issues, particularly when treating anxiety
and phobias (Abuso et al., 2023; Bilek, Meyer, Tomlinson,
& Chen, 2023; Frank et al., 2023; Knowles & Tomlin, 2022;
Menzes & Veale, 2022; Morgan-Mullane, 2023). A study
by Peal, Handal, and Gilner (1981) specifically researched
the effectiveness of group systematic desensitization
to reduce death anxiety. While the results of that study
were mixed, the concept of using exposure therapy to re-
duce fears is widely used, and there is room to explore
the reasons why professional exposure to death and dy-
ing negatively correlated with death anxiety in this study.

The inverse can also be found. Research has shown
that not working in a profession that requires exposure
to death and dying positively correlates to several types
of fear of death, particularly when the exposure has been
limited and only with individuals emotionally close to
the subject (Hoelter & Hoelter, 1981). This could be why
mental health professionals showed the highest level of
death anxiety amongst the high-exposure professionals,
as their exposure tended to be more vicarious in nature
as opposed to being first-hand. This further supports the
idea that professional exposure, even at high levels, pro-
motes an environment where individuals develop cop-
ing strategies for death anxiety and fears surrounding
death, although the contributing influences are current-
ly unclear. In a professional setting, the lack of person-
al emotion connected to the individual dying could be a
factor impacting the relationship between exposure and
reduced anxieties surrounding death, as well as the re-
peated exposure having a desensitizing effect. Additional
research exploring the psychological differences between
professional exposure and exposure to death and dying
in one’s personal relationships or in one’s self could be an
effective way to further shed light on the nuances with
how different types of exposure affects individuals in var-
ious ways.

Conclusions

Of all the exposure professions in this study, end-of-
life carers had the lowest reported mean of death anxiety,
even lower than nurses, who reported the highest levels
of exposure to both death and dying. One explanation for
this could be that end-of-life carers spend time on an in-
dividual basis with others in the process of dying and af-
ter death, witnessing the entire journey and bonding with
their patients, whereas nurses, for example, are likely to
be caring for multiple people at a time, for shorter dura-
tions (Nacak & Erden, 2022). End-of-life care often focus-
es on a holistic approach, treating the patient as a human
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independent of theirillness or disease, which allows time
for the carer to uphold the dignity of the individual and
witness the ebb and flow of the other’s experience of dy-
ing, along with the potential relief after death (Pereira de
Ara(jo, 2023), which could be contributing to less anxiety
surrounding death and dying. Nurses often function by
preserving life rather than preparing patients for death,
and while death advocacy does appear in the nursing pro-
fession, it is not the sole function of their role as it is with
end-of-life carers (Oelke, Besner, & Carter, 2013). End-of-
life carers are required to fully immerse themselves in the
process of death and dying, diminishing pain, and offering
treatment when necessary, but ultimately accepting that
death is inevitable for the patient (Holdsworth, 2015).
This variance between end-of-life carers and nurses could
also contribute to the carers’ lower death anxiety be-
cause they are mentally and emotionally engaged with
death and dying with an undertone of acceptance.

In a study by Anderson, Williams, Bost, and Barnard
(2008), it was found that nursing students who were in-
tentionally trained in end-of-life care and exposed fre-
quently to dying patients had more positive outlooks
regarding death than their student counterparts who did
not have this specific type of training and exposure. The
nursing students who had end-of-life training reported a
more positive attitude towards end-of-life care and more
knowledge on how to properly care for the dying, which
can manifest as more confidence and a better quality ex-
perience for their dying patients. In general, higher ex-
posure to death and training in caring for dying patients
correlates to an improved outlook on death, which could
be a contributing factor in why end-of-life carers, while
not reporting the highest levels of exposure to death
and dying, do report the lowest levels of death anxiety,
as their profession requires such training and exposure.
Similarly, Braun, Gordon, and Uziely (2010) found that
nurses who experienced exposure to death and dying had
positive attitudes toward end-of-life care, and reported
lower levels of death avoidance and fear of death. This is
also mirrored in a study by Mallett, Jurs, Price, and Slen-
ker (1991), where hospice nurses reported lower levels of
death anxiety than critical care nurses, further demon-
strating end-of-life training specifically being related to
lower levels of anxiety surrounding death. This provides a
lens as to why this study showed those professions who
would require training on end-of-life care were associat-
ed with lower death anxiety levels.

The positive effects of increased occupational expo-
sure to death in professions where exposure to death and
dying is part of the job can also be seen in other studies.
When looking at funeral and mortuary operators, those
who had direct exposure to dead individuals through
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body manipulation or even merely viewing dead bodies
reported higher occupational well-being than their coun-
terparts who were not exposed in this manner or had
minimal direct exposure (Guidetti, Grandi, Converso, &
Colombo, 2022). Similar results occur with professionals
who are exposed to the process of dying. A 2020 study by
Baykan, Arslanturk, and Durukan gathered information
from healthcare employees, particularly those in emer-
gency medicine and intensive care units, and discovered
that more experience on the job correlated with lessened
fear of death. While experience did not necessarily cor-
respond to exposure to death and dying, it is likely that
the more time spent working in emergency medicine and
intensive care would bring about increased exposure to
death and dying.

When taking Terror Management Theory (TMT) and
Meaning Management Theory (MMT) into consideration
alongside these conclusions, one does not stand out over
the other as a motivating factor for those in high-expo-
sure professions. While someone who enters one of these
professions may be compelled to find meaning through
their work, helping others, and having a positive impact in
their communities, it is unclear as to whether this mean-
ing is fueled by the desire to minimize the terror associ-
ated with impending death as an act of avoidance (TMT)
or maximize the meaning of their life through acceptance
(MMT). Neither the DAS nor the ED&DS address partic-
ipants’ views on whether or not their life has meaning,
nor perspectives on avoidance or acceptance of death, so
distinguishing if TMT or MMT is more applicable to this
population is still unclear. Ways to further explore these
theories are mentioned below in the future studies sec-
tion.

The relationship between exposure to death and dy-
ing with psychological factors such as death anxiety, per-
ceptions and beliefs about death, and overall well-being
is a complex one. Samson and Shvartzman (2017) found
that individuals in professions with high exposure to
death and dying reported increased compassion satisfac-
tion, low levels of burnout, and minimal secondary trau-
matic stress. However, conducting a univariate MANOVA
showed that the interaction effect with exposure to death
and dying and death anxiety resulted in an increased re-
porting of secondary traumatic stress. This study high-
lights how the interaction of various factors can influence
the ways in which exposure to death and dying impact
those who have high exposure rates in their profession,
as quality of life seems to improve overall as exposure in-
creases unless death anxiety is present, in which second-
ary trauma is then reported.

This complexity is highlighted when considering the
cultural, historical, and religious contexts in which death
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attitudes tend to occur. Views on death and dying do not
exist merely on an individual basis. Research into how
exposure to death and dying affects individuals could
benefit from a social science perspective. For example, a
study conducted in India found that female nurses who
were exposed to death and dying reported higher levels
of fear of death compared to their nursing counterparts
who were not exposed on a frequent basis (Dutta & Kaur,
2014), the inverse of the present study. While the Dutta
and Kaur study had a narrow population due to a niche
nursing group, and it assumes a level of exposure to death
and dying based on the type of nurse, it does open the
door to question how cultural foundations impact the re-
lationship between death anxiety and exposure, as well
as how this relationship can vary globally and historically.

Future Research

One question that remains from this current study
is whether it is professional exposure to death and dy-
ing that is impacting death anxiety or if individuals who
naturally have a lower level of death anxiety are the ones
seeking out professions with higher exposure rates. A
longitudinal study on death anxiety over time, including
death anxiety scores prior to entering an exposure pro-
fession, could help shed light on this lingering question.
When looking at time in their profession in the present
study, there was no clear linear relationship between
time spent on the job and reduced death anxiety rates,
indicating that more information is needed. A longitudi-
nal study including professional exposure rates over time
could help shed light on whether the connection between
exposure and death anxiety is influenced by other vari-
ables, such as experience on the job, types of training, an
innate acceptance of death, or if the relationship is purely
more linear in nature, as in it simply being a negative cor-
relation of professional exposure to death and dying with
death anxiety.

It could be helpful to repeat this study to include
the Death Anxiety Beliefs and Behaviors Scale (DABBS),
which takes clinical relevance into consideration, where-
as the DAS-E does not (Menzes et al., 2020). Because
there is the potential for exposure to death and dying,
along with death anxiety, to correlate with Post Trau-
matic Stress Disorder, secondary trauma, Prolonged Grief
Disorder, depression, anxiety-related disorders, and ad-
dictions (Bolaséll et al. 2022; Martz, 2004; Menzies et al.,
2019; Shvartzman, 2017), it could be helpful to examine
how a more nuanced, clinically minded measure of death
anxiety interacts with those who have repeated profes-
sional exposure, as they are not immune to these types
of impacts on their mental health. There is a need for
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mental healthcare for those who experience high levels
of professional exposure to death and dying, regardless
of whether this population tends to show an increased
ability to deal with this type of repeated exposure. A
more thorough understanding of how professional ex-
posure to death and dying impacts the people working
in those professions can expose the ways in which they
require support both on and off the job, particularly due
to death anxiety being shown to correspond with a vari-
ety of mental health conditions (Menzes & Veale, 2022).
From a clinical perspective, the most effective way to
treat death anxieties is through Cognitive Behavior Ther-
apies (CBT) that include an element of exposure therapy,
as these approaches normalize death in a way that reduc-
es anxiety and increases healthy acceptance (Menzes &
Veale, 2022). This line of research can open the door to
what level of assistance can best support high-exposure
professionals, including whether CBT and/or exposure
therapy can be used as a preventative clinical treatment
in order to reduce any negative impacts that do present
themselves throughout their careers.

From a spiritual perspective, the concept of a Dark
Night of the Soul, in which life’s hardships and distressing
situations create an environment for growth, gratitude,
meaning, and awakening, appears in various practices
and denominations (May, 2005). Those who are profes-
sionally exposed to high levels of death and dying could
identify with having a Dark Night, as these exposures are
shown to correlate with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder,
secondary trauma, Prolonged Grief Disorder, depression,
anxiety-related disorders, and addictions, as listed above
(Bolaséll et al., 2022; Martz, 2004; Menzies et al., 2019;
Shvartzman, 2017), which involve levels of emotional
distress associated with the Dark Night (Dura-Vila et al,,
2010). Mary Elizabeth O’Brien (2021) describes nurses as
wounded healers, as the gift of healing others has derived
specifically from the healer’s own pain and hardships.
As opposed to hindering the care of others, the wound-
ed healer utilizes their own distress in order to remain
strong, empathetic, and understanding in the face of oth-
ers’ suffering. Additionally, Kim & Yong (2013) compared
spirituality and death anxiety among nurses working in
a cancer hospital and found that increased reporting of
spirituality correlated with lower levels of death anxiety,
as well as spiritual education also being negatively cor-
related with death anxiety. Future studies that explore
how high-exposure professionals relate to spirituality
and religiosity, not only for themselves but also when
meeting the spiritual needs of those who are dying and
loved ones of the deceased, can scrutinize whether or not
these professionals are experiencing a Dark Night and if
so, whether that experience fuels their ability to do their
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job. In addition, paranormal belief has been correlated
with reduced well-being (Dagnall, et al., 2022). The po-
tential for high-exposure professions to experience para-
normal experiences are noteworthy (Barbato et al., 1999;
Fenwick, Lovelace, & Brayne, 2007; O’Connor, 2003; Osis
& Haraldsson, 1997), and anomalous experiences being
attributed to the paranormal in a systematic way (Lange,
et al., 2019), this population’s beliefs surrounding the
paranormal and spirituality could also correlate with their
overall well-being, indicating a capacity for a Dark Night.

Another measure that can be used alongside the
ED&DS would be the Death Attitudes Profile - Revisit-
ed (DAP-R), which looks at five attitudes toward death:
approach acceptance, fear of death, death avoidance, es-
cape acceptance, and neutral acceptance (Wong, Reker,
& Gesser, 1994). Approach acceptance is the belief that
death leads to a happy afterlife. Fear of death is indicat-
ed by a specific, conscious fear towards death and dying.
Death avoidance is displayed by a conscious bypassing of
thoughts and conversations about death and dying. Es-
cape acceptance is the belief that death is an escape from
the pain of life, and neutral acceptance is the belief that
death is a natural part of life and is neither positive nor
negative. Being able to see differences between positive,
negative, and neutral attitudes towards death, as opposed
to just death anxiety, and how they correlate to exposure
to death and dying could uncover more nuance about the
relationship between views on and exposure to death
and dying. A lack of death anxiety does not necessarily
indicate the presence of acceptance of death (approach
acceptance, escape acceptance, or neutral acceptance,
for example), so exploring the presence and absence of
these death attitudes could produce some refinement on
how exposure to death and dying associates with individ-
uals’ outlooks on death, as well as speak to the validity of
Terror Management Theory (an instinct to alleviate death
anxiety through avoidance) versus Meaning Management
Theory (an instinct to alleviate death anxiety through ac-
ceptance). In addition, utilizing the General Hopelessness
Scale (GHS; Drinkwater et. al., 2023) alongside the DAP-R
could illustrate additional intricacies between perceived
meaning and hopelessness of those exposed to death and
dying, and indicate whether TMT or MMT better exempli-
fies this population.

Limitations

When assessing the effectiveness of the ED&DS,
there are potential adjustments that can be made in sub-
sequent studies with the phrasing of the prompts. Emer-
gentitems could be developed further, for example, in the
professional exposure to dying category, “How often in
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your lifetime have you been exposed to caring for dying in-
dividuals in a professional capacity?” is very similar to be-
ing exposed to “participating in the process of an individ-
ual’s death in a professional capacity?” The former could
be changed to being exposed to “advocating for a dying
individual in a professional capacity” in order to further
differentiate the two items. Also, in the exposure to one’s
own dying subscale, “How often in your lifetime have you
been in a serious accident” could be shifted to the phras-
ing “life-threatening accident” in order to accentuate the
idea of the item highlighting a threat to life as opposed
to the ambiguousness that could be interpreted from the
descriptor “serious.” These tweaks will further emphasize
that the ED&DS is specifically measuring exposure to
death and dying and create differentiation between each
item. In addition, the Own Dying factor, which possessed
an item with weak loading (.17), needs to be addressed in
future versions of the ED&DS.

IMPLICATIONS AND APPLICATIONS

Future research can explore the relationship be-
tween exposure to death and dying, death anxiety, and
other perspectives surrounding death. As noted above,
the complexity of these relationships and their social in-
fluence can benefit from thorough and thoughtful analy-
sis. Even if one is not in a profession that exposes them
to death and dying, it is unavoidable that some type of
exposure will happen in their lifetime. In recent years, the
Covid-19 pandemic has highlighted the inevitability of
being exposed to the finality of life in various and some-
times unpredictable ways, and research indicates that a
better understanding of how different types of exposure
to death and dying impacts people on cultural, relational,
and personal levels can result in a better quality of life for
the individual due to a better understanding of the var-
ied needs of differing people (Anderson, et. al., 2008; De-
paola, et. al., 2003; Dutta & Kaur, 2014; Neimeyer, 1998;
Samson & Shvartzman, 2017).
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HIGHLIGHTS

“Demonic possession” cases published in the academic literature over the last 130 years
indicate that about 5% lack a scientific explanation and thus require further study.

ABSTRACT

Episodes of demonic or spirit possession, where individuals perceive their bodies and
minds as being controlled by supernatural entities, have been the subject of extensive
research across various disciplines. Despite this, the extent to which existing scientific
explanations can account for these phenomena is still uncertain, especially in terms
of the aspects that remain unexplained. This official review aims to clarify the current
scientific understanding of the origins, mechanisms, and causes of these seemingly
extraordinary experiences. Our analysis includes 52 documented cases of possession,
reviewed from literature published between 1890 and 2023 and incorporating insights
from psychology, medicine, anthropology, and theology. We examine common symptom
patterns, delve into the research conducted, and evaluate how many cases are still
unexplained within the existing behavioral science framework. Quantitative models
indicate a 0.01923 probability of a possession case being scientifically unexplained.
The likelihood of discovering new, truly unexplained cases of demonic possession in
the future is estimated at 0.0031, with a 0.0023 probability of encountering five such
cases in a single year. Moreover, we assess the medical and psychological interventions
employed in these cases and propose practical guidelines for the safe use of exorcisms
and specific pharmacological treatments. This study advocates for the integration of
therapeutic interventions, combined with the expertise of anthropologists for culturally
sensitive actions and Catholic Church priests for spiritual guidance, including exorcisms
where appropriate as determined by ecclesiastical authorities. Our conclusion suggests
that integrative approaches provide the most comprehensive clinical support in such
cases and underscore how possession episodes challenge our scientific understanding
of consciousness and its boundaries.

KEYWORDS
Dissociation; psychosis; demonic possession; spirit possession; Holy See; Catholic
Church;

~7

L{ 633

JOURNAL OF SCIENTIFIC EXPLORATION * VOL. 37, NO 4 - WINTER 2023



INTERDISCIPLINARY REVIEW OF DEMONIC POSSESSION

INTRODUCTION

Experiences of spirit possession are predicated on
the belief that supernatural, noncorporeal entities can
exert influence over human behavior by seizing control
of an individual’s body, speech, or consciousness (Rosik,
2004; Pietkiewicz et al., 2021a). The behavioral changes
noted during such experiences exhibit two defining traits
that typify the profile of the possessed (Vagrecha, 2016):
Firstly, there is an identified loss of agency over one’s
actions, encompassing thoughts, sensations, and emo-
tions, often paired with altered states of consciousness
and anomalous physical activities. Secondly, there is a
discernible disruption of personal identity, evidenced by
pronounced variations in vocal tone, either complete or
partial amnesia regarding one’s past experiences or mem-
ories, and a profound disconnection with self-recognition
(Pietkiewicz et al., 2021a). Sociological research has es-
tablished that altered states of consciousness associated
with possession are observed in 89% of the 488 religious
societies surveyed globally (Bourguignon, 1973). More
recent studies confirm that the incidence and the phe-
nomenological aspects of possession continue to persist
internationally (Rashed, 2018).

Spirit possession is deeply entrenched across a myr-
iad of cultures, particularly in Asia and Africa, where it
assumes significant cultural importance (Hitchcock &
John, 1976; Suryani & Jensen, 1994; Somer, 2004). Within
each culture, interpretations of possession vary, with or
without integration into the belief systems of the com-
munity (Castillo, 1994). In certain Eastern communities,
possession is embraced as a core element of collective
identity, necessitating purification rituals and commu-
nal engagement with the affected individual (Blidstein,
2018). These rituals fulfill psychosocial functions, facili-
tating healing, communication, societal validation, and
unity (Kemp & Williams, 1987). While various theoretical
models have been suggested to elucidate these perspec-
tives on possession, the prevailing theory posits that the
phenomenon arises as a coping mechanism for individ-
ual socio-moral maladaptation (Baker et al., 2020; Hob-
son et al., 2017). Confronted with such discordance, the
community conducts particular rites of liberation aimed
at the reintegration and affirmation of the so-called “pos-
sessed” person’s identity within their group (Sosis, 2019).

In contrast, the cultural interpretation of spirit pos-
session in Western contexts diverges substantially (Ang
& Montiel, 2019). In societies influenced by Christian and
Jewish traditions, these phenomena are often considered
primarily as manifestations of physical and mental pa-
thology, although the religious connotations of the su-
pernatural hypothesis are neither neglected nor outright
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rejected (Mercer, 2013). While certain Eastern cultures
may view possession as a mechanism for individual ad-
aptation, Western interpretations frequently dismiss this
adaptive aspect, leaning more towards a pathologizing
view of possession.

Ontology Thomistic Classifications

To elucidate the concept of the supernatural hy-
pothesis and its implications, we refer to the Thomistic
framework concerning the ontological classification of
phenomena within both empirical-formal and logical-ab-
stract realities (Casale, 2011).

Firstly, natural phenomena are events within reality,
whether directly or indirectly observable, that conform to
or can be explained by the established laws of the nat-
ural and formal sciences (Hankinson, 2012). These phe-
nomena adhere to an ontology grounded in realism or the
principle of reality (Ugobi-Onyemere, 2015) and are char-
acterized by the assertions that: (a) reality is singular, (b)
reality is material, and (c) reality is changeable. As such,
the initiating forces, transitions, and outcomes of natural
phenomena are contained within the realm of reality. This
acknowledgment does not negate the immaterial aspects
of reality (Ocampo-Ponce, 2020).

Secondly, preternatural phenomena are those ob-
servable events within reality that, at first glance, seem
inexplicable by the conventional laws recognized by ba-
sic and formal sciences (referencing the seminal work of
Crookes, 1870/2012). These events align only partially
with the principle of reality (Hankinson, 2012); that is,
they are perceptible within reality, but present anomalies
when compared to the expected patterns of scientific un-
derstanding, and their origins seem foreign to, or beyond,
material reality (Escola-Gascén, 2020a, 2020b). In para-
psychology, such events are described as unexplained but
not inherently inexplicable, maintaining that their origins
are not unnatural (Mabbett, 1982). It’s important to rec-
ognize that these deviations and the mystery surround-
ing their sources do not necessarily contravene natural
law (Escola-Gascén et al., 2020a, 2020b). Consequently,
preternatural phenomena might currently be enigmatic
but could eventually be integrated into the scope of natu-
ral law with advancements in understanding reality’s mu-
table nature (Coelho, 2012).

Thirdly, we encounter phenomena that diverge most
distinctly from Thomistic reasoning: supernatural phe-
nomena. These are events with origins, developments,
and conclusions entirely outside the domain of known re-
ality. Within Thomism, occurrences such as demonic pos-
session are categorized at this level while not precluding
potential overlaps with other ontological domains (Keitt,
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2013). The demarcation of reality’s boundaries pertains
to a metaphysical debate beyond the scope of this dis-
cussion (interested readers are directed to Hart, 2023).
Supernatural phenomena possess either a divine or di-
abolical ontology, distinct from terrestrial events or the
regular order of natural phenomena (Turré, 1985). For an
event to be classified as supernatural, it must fulfill the
principle of independence; the genesis, process, and con-
clusion of the event must not conform to (or may stand in
stark contrast with) the foundational tenets of realism.
This divergence may suggest, though not necessitate, a
contradiction with the conventional scientific principles
governing natural phenomena (Brann, 2001).

In the context of a monotheistic religious framework,
the supernatural hypothesis of possession postulates
that the behavioral manifestations of spirit possession
originate from: (a) a malevolent source, (b) operate auton-
omously from the established course of natural events,
and (c) belong to an ontology outside the natural order.
These characteristics provide a potential epistemic basis
predominantly influenced by Catholic and Judeo-Chris-
tian traditions.

It is critical to acknowledge, however, that interest in
spirit possession extends beyond religious studies. His-
torically, disciplines such as psychiatry, anthropology, so-
ciology, and psychology have each explored the concept
from their respective viewpoints. These fields have devel-
oped unique interpretations of possession, identified the
potential causes, and proposed diverse therapeutic strat-
egies to support individuals affected by this phenome-
non. In the sections that follow, we will briefly examine
how these disciplines, along with theology, conceptualize
possession, its etiology, and the interventions they advo-
cate, including ritualized and therapeutic methods.

Multidisciplinary Approach

Theological approach. Theological perspectives, par-
ticularly within monotheistic traditions, conceptualize
spirit possession as a malign supernatural occurrence
that usurps the divinely bestowed freedom of the indi-
vidual (Amorth, 2016). For many, belief in supernatural
forces is an indispensable element of their worldview,
providing a framework to navigate daily adversities, often
perceived as components of a larger benevolent divine
scheme (MacNutt, 1995). This outlook enables individuals
to interpret challenges as part of a meaningful plan and
seek solace and guidance in God, whom they regard as
a source of refuge and comfort during stressful periods
(Exline et al., 2021a).

Adherents to a belief system that accommodates su-
pernatural phenomena typically resort to supernatural
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explanations for life’s trials, finding such interpretations
particularly resonant when supported by personal expe-
riences or credible narratives from within their communi-
ty (Exline et al., 2021b). Consequently, those who sincere-
ly credit the existence of spirit possession often embrace
spiritual remedies to shield against or combat malevolent
forces (Exline & Wilt, 2023). These protective measures
can range from devout prayer and consultation of holy
texts to the pursuit of virtuous conduct. Despite seeming
at odds, psychological and spiritual methodologies can
coalesce within therapeutic contexts that honor religious
convictions, where practitioners may integrate spiritual
practices such as prayer, scriptural reflection, or religious
ceremonies into their healing modalities (Shafranske &
Cummings, 2013; Farah & McColl, 2008; Hawkins et al.,
2019).

It is crucial, however, to distinguish between prac-
tices that are generally advised against by professionals,
such as deliverance in the place of exorcism (Exline et al,,
2021a). Deliverance focuses on relieving individuals from
the affliction of evil spirits, when there is no implication of
full possession, whereas exorcism addresses cases where
malevolent entities are believed to have seized complete
control over the individual (Amorth, 2016). This differenti-
ation is key: Deliverance may involve attempts to engage
with tormenting spirits, a practice at odds with Catho-
lic doctrine, while exorcism, an official sacrament sanc-
tioned by the Catholic Church, avoids such interactions.
The Church appoints exorcists through a formal proce-
dure, emphasizing the necessity of a multidisciplinary
approach that includes medical, legal, and psychological
expertise (Driscoll, 2015; Giordan & Possamai, 2018).

Positive outcomes from exorcisms are more likely
when: (a) the ritual adheres to the individual’s belief sys-
tem; (b) the exorcist is knowledgeable about dissociative
disorders; and (c) the individual’'s autonomy is respected
(Fraser, 1993\t 1). Conversely, negative repercussions
are more probable in the absence of these safeguards
(Bowman, 1993ete%; Bull, 1998). Notably, rigorous assess-
ments are crucial, with data indicating that a mere 5% of
assessed cases over a decade were deemed appropriate
for exorcism (Giordan & Possamai, 2018). This highlights
exorcism as an intervention of last resort rather than a
primary solution. However, the scarcity of systematic re-
cords makes it challenging to substantiate the prevalence
of exorcisms (Bauer, 2022).

Psychiatric approach. The historical interpretation of
spirit possession has predominantly been viewed through
a religious lens. However, as the 19th century turned to
the 20th, alternative perspectives began to surface from
the study of psychopathology (Westerink, 2014). These
modern theories diverge from the idea of supernatural
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causality, suggesting instead that what has been labeled
as possession might be more accurately attributed to neu-
rological or psychiatric disorders, including, but not lim-
ited to, epilepsy and various neuropathies (Bone & Dein,
2021). There is a noted parallel between the traditional
accounts of possession and symptoms of conditions such
as schizophrenia, dissociative disorders, hysteria, mania,
and Tourette’s syndrome (Betty, 2005; Germiniani et al,,
2012; Koenig, 2008; Pietkiewicz et al., 2021b).

In a groundbreaking study, Yap (1960) coined the
term “psychiatric possession syndrome” (PPS), analyzing
cultural variations in possession phenomena between
subjects in France and Hong Kong. Building on Yap’s con-
cept, Oesterreich (1966) expanded the use of PPS to de-
lineate a medical category capturing clinical symptoms
typically associated with so-called supernatural posses-
sions. These ranged from motor dysfunctions to delusion-
al states and glossolalia.

Possession has been variously classified in the Di-
agnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM)
across its versions, with the most recent edition, the
DSM-5-TR, characterizing it as a disturbance in identity
and personality that leads individuals to believe they are
possessed (American Psychiatric Association, 2022). In
contrast, the International Classification of Diseases 11th
Revision (ICD-11) by the WHO (2022) continues to recog-
nize possession syndrome as a form of dissociative dis-
order (Pietkiewicz et al., 2022). This discrepancy under-
scores the complexity inherent in the subject, entwined
with medical, cultural, and religious nuances.

Delmonte et al. (2015) conducted research on Af-
ro-Brazilian religious practices and discovered that the
criteria outlined in the DSM-5 were inadequate in clearly
distinguishing between non-pathological religious pos-
session and dissociative identity disorder. This revela-
tion prompts two significant concerns: Firstly, psychiat-
ric classifications appear insufficient or non-exclusively
characterized when it comes to possession syndrome,
leading to potential diagnostic errors and their subse-
quent ramifications. Secondly, the issue pertains to dis-
sociative and psychotic phenomena, which are not always
indicative of pathology. Instead, they can be integral to
cultural expressions within religious belief systems.
These variations in conceptualization, however, are not
adequately represented in the current psychiatric metrics
for this phenomenon. Therefore, while the psychiatric ap-
proach provides valid descriptions and explanations, the
evidence and outcomes they yield in the context of pos-
session are stillincomplete, considering the vast scope of
cultural diversity.

Anthropological approach. In anthropological dis-
course, there is a critique of the clinical reductionism that
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is often present in psychiatric approaches to understand-
ing phenomena such as possession. Such approaches risk
stripping away the rich cultural and social contexts that
underpin symptoms, thereby overlooking their broader
significance within the lived experiences of individuals
(Leavitt, 1993; VanPool & VanPool, 2023, 2023b). Klein-
man (1980) argued that possession can provide a means
for people to express behaviors or emotions that might
otherwise be suppressed or denied. It can also reflect
societal shifts, acting as a conduit for expressing dissent
and advocating for change, particularly in settings where
marginalized populations are prevalent (Kiev, 1961). This
has been underscored by observations that possession
may serve as a mechanism for adaptation and survival
within certain social environments (Lewis, 1989; Wilt et
al., 2023), and in some cases, can play a constructive role
in ameliorating dissociative phenomena (Marmer, 1991).

More broadly, anthropologists would categorize pos-
sessive states within the wider class of altered states of
consciousness that are reported across most, if not all,
cultures (Ember & Carolus, 2017). Specifically within pos-
sessive experiences, anthropology has noted that these
can be affectively positive, negative, or ambiguous ex-
periences for the possessed (Matthews et al., 2023). Us-
ing a global sample of 32 contemporary religious groups
from all major branches of religious belief, Matthews et
al. (2023) found that 24 (75%) of them espoused an exor-
cism practice, implying belief in negative possession, and
13 (40%) espoused affectively positive possession experi-
ences. Interestingly, no religion had positive possession
without also exhibiting negative possession.

Lewis (1971) advanced a more specific framing of pos-
itive possession as ‘central’ and negative possession as
‘peripheral’. Central possession is a temporary, voluntary,
and reversible altered state of consciousness, typically
associated with mystical ceremonies and the influence of
benevolent spirits aimed at ‘healing’ or improving one’s
life (Ward, 1989; Wilby, 2023). While central possession
holds an anthropological significance that is functional,
adaptive, and culturally purposed, peripheral possession
tends to be entwined with an individual’'s personality,
marked by recurring episodes of possession interspersed
with lucidity (see French, 2023). Anthropologically, pe-
ripheral possession corresponds with psychiatric or psy-
chopathological perspectives and lacks the cultural func-
tionality of central possession, which serves as a linchpin
for community culture and has potential therapeutic val-
ue (Ward, 1989).

Lewis (1989) analyzed the social structures that un-
derlie peripheral possessions, observing that they are
more common among women who use dissociative states
as a mechanism of survival. In some cultural contexts,
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such as in India, this phenomenon is also interpreted
through the lens of the vulnerability of young women
within the family structure, predisposing them to expe-
riences of possession due to potential mistreatment and
neglect (Teja et al., 1970). Obeyesekere (1970) further
noted that peripheral possession may also involve the en-
actment of cultural roles learned during early childhood,
which could exacerbate an individual's need to manage
their sexual and aggressive drives. This anthropologi-
cal insight parallels the dynamic psychology viewpoint,
which interprets certain possession states as histrionic
outbursts (see Font, 2016).

Conversely, central possessions are deeply embed-
ded within cultural anthropology, focusing on the col-
lective rather than on the individual experience (VanPool
& VanPool, 2023a). In this context, possession episodes
can provide secondary benefits to the community, such
as strengthening social bonds and unity (French, 2023).
The anthropological role of possession in these scenari-
os justifies communal actions taken to support and ful-
fill the needs of the possessed person, often within the
framework of dealing with a supernatural presence. The
community, therefore, engages in ceremonial behaviors,
such as providing the possessed with new garments, to
placate the spirit that is believed to have taken one of
their own as a vessel for communication with the mortal
world (see Witztum et al., 1996). These episodes are also
categorized as mediumistic incorporation states, where
the spirit’s host enters a trance and is perceived to act
under the control of the spiritual entity inhabiting them
(see de Oliveira-Maraldi et al., 2019; 2021).

It is also worth noting that spirit possession in many
non-Western cultures is viewed in a way that is more in-
tegrated across the supernatural and natural; this has im-
portant implications for how possession concepts func-
tion for people (potentially including recently converted
Catholics) from non-Western cultures. For example, spirit
possession is sometimes attributed to wholly physical ill-
ness symptoms. Rituals to remove illness-causing spirits
involve acute stressors (e.g. shouting the spirits out) that
modern medical research suggests may boost the early
stages of immune response to pathogens (Bains & Shar-
key, 2022). Relatedly, many cultures do not recognize the
same nature-culture and material-spiritual divides as are
present in the Western tradition (Kohn, 2015). This means
some cultures will view spirits as more akin to creatures,
i.e., part of the created natural world, and thus not super-
natural in the Thomistic schema. It is worth noting that
pre-scholastic Christian Neoplatonism was more similar
in some ways to non-Western perspectives on the partic-
ipation of spirits in the created world. This is because, as
discussed above, scholasticism positions the supernat-
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ural epistemologically as that which is outside humani-
ty’s current knowledge of reality, whereas pre-scholastic
Christianity and many non-Western perspectives, posi-
tion the supernatural ontologically such that all of creat-
ed reality (i.e., not God) is ‘nature’ and only God is beyond
nature—‘supernature’ (Matthews & Robertson, 2024).
In line with this ontology, anthropologists have noted
that their research subjects insist there can be no study
of possession that does not involve interaction with the
spirits, just as there is no study of an animal or plant that
does not involve interacting with it in some way (Wright,
2000; Merz & Merz, 2017).

Psychological approach. In the field of psychology, it
is paramount to understand all experiences and beliefs
within their cultural contexts, as cultural factors signifi-
cantly influence both clinical symptoms and the explan-
atory models adopted by individuals (Font, 2016). A ther-
apist encountering a belief in demonic possession must
approach the issue with neutrality, avoiding any preju-
diced viewpoints. The emphasis should be on understand-
ing the origins and emotional impact of these beliefs and
on assessing their positive and negative consequences
on the patient’s life. The psychological approach is not to
validate or refute the existence of demonic possessions
or to diagnose an underlying pathology in episodes of
possession but rather to understand the personal mech-
anisms that give rise to such beliefs and to assist in man-
aging symptoms and enhancing well-being.

Dissociative disorders and identity disturbances,
which are positively correlated with traumatic experienc-
es like sexual abuse, physical violence, and extreme psy-
chological stress, are often considered when interpret-
ing possession states from a psychological angle (Jin et
al.,, 2023). Standard psychotherapeutic treatments have
shown effectiveness in treating dissociative disorders.
However, there is a segment of Christian and Catholic
psychotherapists who have proposed exorcisms as a po-
tential intervention, integrating a spiritual understand-
ing of the individual’s condition with the psychological
aspects involved in order to enhance the intervention’s
effectiveness (Baas et al., 2020).

The debate on the use of exorcisms in cases of pos-
session is varied, with no unified stance beyond advocat-
ing for evidence-based psychological interventions. Some
preliminary research has suggested a lack of benefit from
exorcism when used as an adjunct to pharmacological
and psychotherapeutic treatments. However, these find-
ings were broad and did not account for the diverse psy-
chological profiles of individuals reporting possessions
(Font, 2012).

Msgr. Jordi Font, a Jesuit priest and psychiatrist, was
designated by the Catholic Churchin Barcelona to conduct
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medical assessments for suspected cases of possession,
referred by the archbishop (Font, 2016). Working with Br.
Dr. Alex Escola-Gascén at the St. Peter Calver Psychiatric
Hospital and the Vidal and Barraquer Foundation assessed
cases for the archdiocese over three years. Msgr. Font
stated, “I have no personal experience with the devil, nor
through the many cases I have seen of alleged ‘possessions’””
(Font, 2012, p. 28), implying that he encountered no evi-
dence of the supernatural in these instances.

Font’s theoretical model suggests that possession
episodes manifest in two internal structures: the schiz-
oid-paranoid and the histrionic-narcissistic positions
(Font, 2016). He found that individuals with schizoid-par-
anoid traits displayed extreme sensitivity to their envi-
ronment, leading to unstable behavior and messianic per-
sonifications during possession episodes. Conversely, the
histrionic-narcissistic position involved either dramatic
motor disturbances without a loss of contact with real-
ity, or a chameleon-like personality variation focused on
gaining attention and affection.

According to Font (2016), exorcism may be beneficial
for those with histrionic-narcissistic structures but not
for those with psychotic features. These findings were
communicated to the Spanish Episcopal Conference and
the Holy See, influencing protocols in dioceses such as
Frankfurt (Font, 2012). Despite the implementation of his
theories, the scientific community has largely overlooked
Font’s contributions, emphasizing the need for further re-
search to substantiate this framework for understanding
possession cases.

Current Review

The primary aim of this review article is to meticu-
lously examine cases of possession that have been evalu-
ated by professionals and documented in scientific litera-
ture. Our goal is to elucidate the diagnostic processes and
treatment methods applied thus far to individuals who
have undergone episodes of possession. This review is in-
tended to enhance our understanding of the possession
phenomenon and to inform the development of future
investigative and therapeutic approaches. Our specific
objectives are threefold:

Table 1. Database and Search String for Data Collection.

Escola-Gascon, Ovalle, & Matthews

1. To collate and describe case studies from the litera-
ture pertaining to demonic or spirit possession, with
the aim of identifying and analyzing recurring patterns
and elements within these cases.

2. To assess and discuss the principal challenges encoun-
tered in the diagnosis and treatment of possession ep-
isodes. This includes the evaluation process, the selec-
tion of effective therapeutic strategies, and the ethical
dilemmas involved in managing such cases.

3. To offer recommendations and perspectives for the
future, detailing how possession episodes can be
managed effectively and ethically from a holistic ther-
apeutic standpoint that incorporates diverse method-
ologies and the cumulative scientific knowledge with-
in this domain.

METHOD
Search Strategy

We conducted a meticulous search within two re-
nowned databases, PubMed and Scopus, due to their com-
prehensive coverage across multiple disciplines and their
advanced search capabilities for generating detailed and
specialized results, as outlined by Baas et al. (2020) and
Jinetal. (2023). The search spanned from June to Septem-
ber 2023, employing Boolean operators to methodically
combine terms as detailed in Table 1.

Our objective was to refine the search to isolate case
studies exclusively. We imported the search outcomes
into a database, carefully eliminating any duplicates.
We then scrutinized the titles and abstracts listed in the
database to confirm their relevance as case studies. Ad-
ditionally, we conducted a thorough examination of the
reference lists within the selected articles to uncover any
pertinent studies that may have been initially overlooked.

Following the assembly of the chosen articles, we
embarked on a detailed data analysis phase, during which
we meticulously extracted and compiled critical informa-
tion for further review.

Data Extraction

Data extraction from each case study adhered to the
following predetermined criteria:

Database Search string

PubMed “Demonic possession®” OR “spirit possession®” OR “Possession phenomena” OR “Exorcism posses-
sion”.
“« H . *7 . e . xn “« . » « .

Scopus Demonic possession®” OR “spirit possession®” OR “Possession phenomena” OR “Exorcism posses-

. ”
sion.
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Table 2. Cases Excluded From the Analysis.
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Author (s) Year Title Journal Reason
Journal of It has addressed the relationship between mul-
. Behavior tiple personality and possession, although they
gnr‘:;-\l:::l;ey & 1982 ﬁ]casgsssteusds%lor;portedly involv- Therapy and present some cases, they do not constitute its
y gP Experimental main focus, so the information available on the
Psychiatry matter is very brief.
Psychiatry: They analy.ze other symptoms that are unrelated
Multiole P. l d spiri | l to the feeling of possession or the sense that
Kenny 1981 ultipte Personality and spirit nterpersona someone is taking over the person. They describe
possession and Biological h f ld girl who percei h
Processes the case of a 12-year-old girl who perceives that
the house they live in is haunted.
Melia & rsnpél:f proessseenstsi:)naasndhbi\i/\élatlch- Journal of the Cases 1and 3 have been excluded, since the
Mumford 1987 . p g as phy . Royal Army narrative and symptoms are not directly related
illness: Report of four cases in dical C - :
Nepalese Males Medical Corps to spirit possession.
Dissociative Trance Disorder: The objective of this study was focused on de-
Ferracuti Clinical and Rorschach Find- Journal of scriptive statistics at the sample level, indicating
et al 1996 ingsin Ten Persons Reporting Personality the coincidence of symptoms, behaviors, and
) Demon Possession and Treated ~ Assessment shared characteristics among the case studies.
by Exorcism
Castro-Blan- Cultural sensitivity in con- Psvchothera It is not the original source of the case. The
co 2005 ventional psychotherapy: A y Py original source of the case was included (Marti-
comment on Martinez-Taboas nez-Taboas, 2005).
The growing evidence for Journal of The cases described in this research focused on
Bett 2005 “demonic possession”: What Religion and exposing how spiritual possession was perceived
y should psychiatry's response Health in each of the studied countries (China, India, and
be? the United States).
Eplleptlg setzures gnd Spirit . The information mentioned about the four cases
Cavanna et possession in Haitian culture: Epilepsy & . . . .
2010 : ; is very brief and does not delve into the details
al. Report of four cases and review  Behavior ; o
. we need for the investigation.
of the literature
Cultural aspects in depression e The cases were quite brief, in addition, the re-
. LUEncéphale - ) - .
Zouari et al 2010 masked by psychotic symptoms search focus of this article consisted of illustrat-
) in Maghreb countries: three ing how the cultural factor influenced depression.
case report
Demonic possessions and Early Science The description of the cases is very brief and does
Espi & Espi mental illness: Discussion of y Scien not delve into the details that we need for the
2014 . . and Medicine
selected cases in late medieval research.
hagiographical literature.
Demonic possession by Jean UEncéphale The data provided in both cases focused on
. Lhermitte P demographic aspects, and there was a lack of de-
Drouinetal. 2017 e X X
tailed information regarding the symptomatology
or the history of possessions.
The politics of madness and Medical An- The possession of the three cases exposed in the
Sharabi 2020 spirit possession in Northern thropology article were related to Gods. The three brothers

India

presented themselves as gods in the town.

(a) Source Information: We documented the article refer-
ence for each case.

(b) Case Number: A unique number was assigned to each
case for identification purposes. (c) Gender: This was
determined based on the self-identified gender of the

patient, either male or female.
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(d) Background: We compiled pertinent life history details

of the patient as provided by the authors of each re-

port.
(e) Evaluation: The specific symptoms exhibited by indi-
viduals in each case were itemized. (f) Diagnosis: We

noted the diagnostic approach—whether theological,
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22g articles in PubMed
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Selecting articles eamprising or
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44 articles in PubMed
60 articles In Scopus
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| 76 indexed articles
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12 articles for review
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for review were included
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Figure 1. Step-by-step article selection and recovery
mechanism.

psychiatric, anthropological, or psychological—and
included any associated classifications.

(g) Treatment: The type of intervention was recorded, de-
tailing the discipline or specialty that addressed the
symptoms or characteristics of each possession case,
along with the techniques employed.

(h) Outcome: We described the observed effects or results
following the intervention and the subsequent pro-
gression of each case.

Eligibility Criteria

The studies included in our systematic review were
required to fulfill the following inclusion criteria:

1. Focus on case studies involving individuals who expe-
rienced episodes of spirit possession, which also en-
compasses instances of demonic possession. The eval-
uation of spirit possession was based on self-reports
from the subjects claiming to be possessed;

2. Be published within the timeframe leading up to the
commencement of our search period (June-September
2023), with no restrictions regarding the date of publi-
cation relative to the participants’ ages;

3. Appearinjournals indexed in PubMed or Scopus. Stud-
ies from journals not indexed in these databases were
excluded;

4. Provide comprehensive and detailed information on
the episodes of possession, the historical context of
the possession phenomenon, and the methodologies
employed in addressing each case. Any study that
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did not offer this essential level of detail was omitted
from our analysis.

Search Strategy and Selection Process

The initial search across both databases returned 559
articles. Focusing exclusively on case studies, this was
refined to 113 articles. After eliminating duplicates and
filtering for papers published in indexed journals, 76 arti-
cles remained. These were added to a database for further
analysis. The abstracts of these articles were reviewed to
identify those that detailed case studies of possession.
Ultimately, 32 articles encompassing 52 cases of posses-
sion were deemed suitable. The remaining articles either
did not focus on possession case studies or examined
different constructs. A comprehensive review of the se-
lected articles followed, evaluating both the quantity and
the integrity of the information within each case study.
We also examined the bibliographic references within
these articles to identify additional relevant studies that
fulfilled the inclusion criteria set out in subsection “2.3.
Eligibility Criteria.” This led to the inclusion of 8 more per-
tinent articles.

From the original 43 articles, eleven were discarded
for reasons outlined in Table 2. Consequently, we final-
ized our selection of 32 articles as the basis for data ex-
traction. The process followed for article selection is de-
picted in Figure 1 with a flow diagram.

RESULTS
General Data

Table 3 (see appendix) provides a detailed presenta-
tion of the 52 case studies that were identified and se-
lected in this review. These cases were documented in re-
search spanning the period from 1890 to 2022. We found
no published possession cases in 2023 up to the com-
mencement of our search in June. Among the individuals
studied, we recorded that 35 were women, in contrast to
only 17 men, and ages ranged from 8 to 56 years (Mean=
30.57; Standard Deviation=12.37), highlighting the pre-
dominance of cases in the adult female group.

Recurring Life History Patterns in Possession Cas-
es

An examination of the life histories of individuals
reported as possessed reveals three recurrent patterns.
The first pattern shows that the majority were immersed
from an early age in deeply religious environments where
their belief systems solidified within a context replete
with religious dogma. For instance, cases 25, 31, 34, 38,
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39, 42, and 44 display this pattern. Even in instances
where the individuals themselves were not particularly
religious, such as cases 14, 41, 46, 47, and 52, the sig-
nificant influence of their family’s religious beliefs could
have impacted their worldview. In these contexts, actions
deemed contrary to religious teachings were often linked
to demonic possession, perceived as punishment for sin-
ful behavior—this theme is evident in case 29’s mention
of watching horror movies, case 38’s reference to tarot
reading, case 48’s note of extramarital affairs, and case
49’s identification with a non-heteronormative sexual
orientation. It is important to clarify that these are rela-
tional attributions reported in our sources, and our aim is
not to validate these claims but to report observed pat-
terns among the 30 cases reviewed.

The second pattern highlights a history of trauma in
childhood or adolescence, with common threads includ-
ing social isolation, substance misuse or abuse, econom-
ic hardship, and familial or relational conflict, as seen in
cases 14, 28, 38, 40, and 41. The intersection of past trau-
mas with reports of paranormal beliefs and dissociative
states aligns with existing literature (refer to Irwin, 2009,
for a comprehensive review), suggesting an association
between paranormal belief and trauma-induced dissoci-
ation.

The third pattern concerns the striking similarities
between the characteristics of the alleged possessing
entities and the personalities or intense emotional con-
nections with significant individuals in the lives of the
possessed. Case 2, for example, reveals hallucinations
centered on the individual’s ex-wife attempting to harm
him post-separation. Case 5 links the burden of financial
responsibility to the spirit’s obsession with wealth. In
case 28, the patient’s guilt over his grandmother’s death
manifests as possession by her spirit. Lastly, case 19 as-
sociates a missing daughter with a spirit imparting a clue
about her whereabouts.

Common Symptoms and Characteristics in Docu-
mented Possession Cases

The primary symptom reported by the patients was
the conviction of being tormented by a supernatural pres-
ence. This core belief was often accompanied by irritabil-
ity, aggression, amnesic episodes, and claimed commu-
nication with otherworldly entities, predominantly the
deceased. These symptoms align with known psychiatric
classifications, including auditory hallucinations, voice
distortions, vision disturbances, and seizure-like epi-
sodes.

It should be noted that while many attributed these
experiences to spirit possession, rooted in their personal
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convictions of the supernatural, other cases exhibited a
lucid understanding of their condition without resorting
to supernatural explanations, as seen in cases 1, 10, 15,
16, 24, 26, 27, 28, 33, and 41. This observation supports
Font’s (2016) theory concerning the histrionic-narcissis-
tic posture of the possessed, who maintain awareness
and do not entirely detach from reality even while feeling
under the influence of unknown forces. Other document-
ed symptoms correspond with the diverse theoretical
perspectives we have discussed previously.

Assessment of Each Case and Predominant Inter-
ventions

Forindividuals attributing their symptoms to demon-
ic possession, a priest, often serving as a pivotal figure for
confirmation and relief through exorcism, is viewed as a
means to liberation from their suffering. Of the 52 cas-
es reviewed, 24 were evaluated through a religious lens,
and of these, half (12 cases) pursued purely religious or
spiritual interventions, such as prayers, deliverance ritu-
als, and exorcisms. This translates to 44.2% of the cases
seeking help from religious communities, with 21.2% un-
dergoing exclusively spiritual remedies.

In situations where a supernatural attribution was
in doubt, rituals, and prayers were often employed as
adjunctive treatments rather than as primary solutions.
This approach reflects a balanced integration of spiritual
practices with psychiatric or psychological interventions.
This perspective challenges the conventional belief that
irrational thoughts should be exclusively confronted with
cognitive restructuring to dispel magical thinking. For in-
stance, in cases 14, 43, and 44, which represent approx-
imately 6% of our sample, encouraging patients to ques-
tion these supernatural attributions—without outright
refuting them—proved to be therapeutically beneficial.

The key takeaway here is the transition from a stark
dismissal of an individual’'s beliefs to nurturing a con-
structive form of skepticism. Given that supernatural
phenomena elude scientific explanation, is it necessary
to insist on altering these beliefs under the assumption
that they are false? Wouldn’t encouraging a healthy skep-
ticism be more effective (e.g., Truzzi, 1987)? After all, it
should be left to the patient to decide whether to main-
tain or reconsider their beliefs. This approach respects
patient autonomy while still offering a pathway to poten-
tially healthier thinking patterns.

Promoting therapeutic doubt does not mean disput-
ing someone’s faith or spirituality. Instead, it invites re-
consideration of the application of beliefs, supporting the
right to question our interpretations without undermin-
ing the belief system as a whole. Therapeutic doubt, akin
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to skeptical inquiry, should be considered by profession-
als before they dismiss the value of a patient’s beliefs, ac-
knowledging that medical practitioners don’t hold all the
answers to human suffering.

Regarding treatment outcomes, although we lack
comprehensive follow-up data, some patients reported a
“sense of liberation” following rituals (as in case 3), while
others, despite repeated attempts, found no relief and
turned to exorcism (cases 31, 49, and 50). The outcomes
of exorcism varied, with some patients experiencing tran-
quility and others gaining better control over their symp-
toms and thought processes (cases 26 and 27). Notably,
the support provided by priests or exorcists was invalu-
able, offering understanding and companionship (notably
case 42).

In cases treated psychologically, we observed varied
outcomes, including two from successful hypnothera-
py-based psychoanalytic interventions (cases 2 and 15),
as well as instances where traditional therapy showed
limited progress (cases 14 and 25). To date, neither reli-
gious nor psychological treatments have shown consis-
tent efficacy across the cases studied. However, interven-
tions rooted in patient beliefs, like cognitive restructuring
incorporating religious content (case 27t) or self-directed
prayer facilitated by a therapist (case 26), proved to be
particularly effective.

We advocate that future research should compre-
hensively consider the interplay between belief systems
and therapeutic success. Noteworthy are cases that un-
derscore the environment’s impact on symptoms (case
52) and the effects of medical interventions on behaviors
associated with possession (cases 5 and 35).

In conclusion, addressing cases of purported posses-
sion requires a multidisciplinary approach that respects
the patient’s beliefs, cultural context, and the integration
of various therapeutic modalities. Ethical considerations
must guide the treatment process, and research should
aim to develop interventions that honor and incorporate
the patient’s worldview for a truly effective and empa-
thetic therapeutic journey.

DISCUSSION

The sustained historical interest in possession ep-
isodes, with case studies dating back to 1890, under-
scores a long-standing scientific endeavor to unravel the
complexities of this phenomenon. Despite the longevity
of this fascination, significant gaps and unknowns re-
main, hindering our scientific capacity to pinpoint the
root causes and develop holistic, effective treatments for
affected individuals.

The challenge in fully comprehending spirit posses-
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sion stems from the disparate lenses through which vari-
ous disciplines view the subject, leading to a fragmented
consensus on its definition, diagnosis, and treatment. As
illustrated in the introduction, disciplines have historical-
ly been insular, often endorsing their specific theories to
the exclusion of others, and resulting in a narrow or, at
worst, reductionist understanding. While efforts to find
common ground have been noted, the day-to-day reali-
ty, particularly in professional practice, exhibits a glaring
disconnect among religious, medical, psychological, and
anthropological viewpoints.

This discordance echoes the broader diversity of sci-
entific theories addressing anomalies in consciousness.
Nahm (2022) underscores the imperative for synthetic
and evolutionary theories that integrate the multiplicity
of perspectives within consciousness studies. Similarly,
we advocate for a unified theory in possession research,
embracing various disciplinary approaches to better elu-
cidate the nature, occurrence, and origins of possessions.
Such synthetic theories should be inclusive, yet the para-
psychological community has often failed to promote this
inclusivity.

The Impact of Diagnostic Labeling on the Experi-
ence of Possession

The assignment of a diagnostic label can provide
some individuals with a sense of relief, as it offers a sem-
blance of understanding and reduces uncertainty about
their symptoms by suggesting an apparent cause. While
the label of spirit possession can have different implica-
tions for those involved, it is important to note that these
impacts are not uniformly negative. However, in some in-
stances, this designation might intensify feelings of un-
certainty, fear, and helplessness, potentially worsening
the individual’s condition.

It is critical to acknowledge that a diagnostic label, in
itself, neither clarifies nor addresses the root cause of an
individual’s distress. Employing a label as a definitive ex-
planation for a phenomenon, especially one with clinical
relevance, is to engage in a nominal fallacy (Escola-Gas-
cén, 2022). This results in circular or tautological reason-
ing that fails to illuminate any unknowns. Consider the
following: Does a person experience auditory hallucina-
tions because they have psychosis, or are they diagnosed
with psychosis because they hear voices? These questions
represent a logical loop and cannot be definitively an-
swered; the suffering associated with psychosis may exist
independently of the symptom of hearing voices and vice
versa. Such circular reasoning reveals that labels, while
facilitating technical communication among profession-
als, do not inherently explain the origins of a phenome-
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non like possession. Some readers may view this observa-
tion as self-evident or simplistic. However, it is important
to recognize that the nominal fallacy is a real concern in
mental health. Highlighting this risk is necessary to en-
sure that the forthcoming discussion is not subject to
misinterpretation.

However, we should also highlight that the label of
“possession” has provided temporary solace in some in-
stances. This comfort arises primarily for two reasons:
Firstly, when the term “possession” aligns with the be-
lief system of the affected individuals, it validates their
personal beliefs, superficially enhancing their sense of
control. Yet, this perceived control does not necessarily
equate to actual mastery over the experience. Secondly,
the attribution of possession signifies an external locus
of control. From a psychodynamic perspective, attribut-
ing the cause of inner turmoil to an outside source can be
soothing, as it shifts the burden away from the individu-
al’s inner reality to an external one, thereby diminishing
the personal moral responsibility and consequently alle-
viating distress. This mechanism of externalization may
be a key psychological factor that underpins the tempo-
rary benefits associated with the label of spirit posses-
sion.

Symptomatic Discrimination Problems

The examination of the cases presented in Table 3
(see appendix) reveals a prevailing confusion or difficulty
in assigning the observed symptoms to episodes of spirit
possession, particularly when such attribution isn’t ex-
plicitly declared by the subject under study. While this
might appear to be a trivial concern, it represents one
of the most significant challenges faced by cases of pos-
session in the realms of medicine and behavioral science.
This raises a critical question: If neither the subject nor
their environment explicitly attributes the observed dis-
tress to a state of demonic or spirit possession, would the
concept of possession exist as it is presently understood
in the medical-psychiatric narrative?

It has been well-established that mental health di-
agnoses exhibit inconsistencies when different cultural
frameworks and decision criteria are prevalent (see Es-
cola-Gascén et al.,, 2023). Rosenhan (1973) conducted an
exploratory experiment involving fictitious patients who,
upon being admitted to mental health facilities, received
false diagnoses. Subsequently, it was revealed that these
diagnoses varied depending on the diagnostic perspec-
tives adopted by different physicians. While it’s worth
noting that this experiment would be considered ethical-
ly problematic and unfeasible today, Rosenhan’s (1973)
findings, although specific and anecdotal, underscore the
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fallibility of the mental health diagnostic process. They
highlight its susceptibility to biases introduced by indi-
vidual practitioners.

This raises the question of the reliability of the diag-
noses presented in Table 3 (see appendix) and the poten-
tial influence of the Pygmalion effect (originally termed
to describe the phenomenon that our beliefs guide us
to confirm preconceived notions rather than objectively
assessing reality, Rosenthal & Fode, 1963). Our analysis
of 52 cases revealed a primary source of confusion be-
tween diagnostic classifications for dissociative identity
disorder and psychosis (primarily schizophrenia). These
findings align with previous research by other scholars
(see Pietkiewicz et al., 2021a, 2022), suggesting that the
current psychiatric model is scientifically insufficient for
understanding diagnostic classifications in terms of facil-
itating functional connections between symptoms and
the efficacy of treatments employed in cases of spirit
possession.

Despite the distinction between psychosis and dis-
sociative disorders as separate nosological entities, both
diagnoses exhibited a common symptomatic thread: dis-
sociation. It’s crucial to emphasize that the dissociative
manifestations associated with psychosis differ from
non-psychotic dissociations (Holmes et al., 2005). Clini-
cal evidence indicates that horizontal or non-structural
dissociation doesn’t imply an altered state of conscious-
ness, while vertical dissociation necessitates a deliber-
ate disconnect from external objective reality (Brown,
2006). Although Font (2016) provides a clear distinction,
our analysis of cases doesn’t appear to identify this as
a differential criterion enabling clinicians to distinguish
between psychotic and non-psychotic dissociations. This
discrepancy becomes more evident when examining the
symptoms of dissociation in a non-psychotic dissociative
disorder case in Table 3 (see appendix) and comparing
them with symptoms of psychotic dissociation. Despite
distinct manifestations, the differences don’t align with
the diagnoses. This leads us to conclude that psychosis
may have been diagnosed in cases that lacked a psychot-
ic personality structure, while dissociative disorders may
have been diagnosed in cases where a psychotic structure
was present. It’s important to emphasize that this doesn’t
validate the existence of demonic possessions nor en-
dorse the hypothesis attributing a supernatural origin to
such cases. However, it does underscore the limitations
of the psychiatric model and supports the possibility of
employing multidisciplinary intervention models, incor-
porating insights from anthropology and integration.

Speculatively, one might ponder what would have
transpired if patients with these diagnoses had not de-
clared their belief in being possessed by supernatural
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forces (a belief seemingly deemed delusional within the
psychiatric model). It's conceivable that there would be
fewer diagnoses of psychosis, with the focus shifting to-
wards dissociative diagnoses. However, the recognized
psychiatric comorbidity within this overlap presents a
significant challenge in resolving this matter. In this of-
ficial document, we propose considering Font’s (2016)
criteria, which distinguish between schizoid-paranoid
positions (representing the psychotic structure) and his-
trionic-narcissistic positions (representing neurotic or
non-psychotic dissociations).

It’s imperative to clarify that these positions do not
constitute diagnostic labels but rather form part of a dy-
namic theoretical framework that enhances our under-
standing of how to approach these individuals and in-
forms decision-making regarding their treatment.

Consequently, the challenge posed by episodes of
demonic possession for psychiatric and psychological
approaches is twofold. Firstly, there is a need to develop
a comprehensive diagnostic system that extends beyond
the clinical realm, providing functional decision criteria
for tailored interventions. While the criteria employed by
the Catholic Church prioritize medical assessments and
interventions, psychiatry has yet to effectively address
this issue, persisting since Rosenhan’s time (1973). Sec-
ondly, there is the challenge of detecting and recogniz-
ing cases of spirit possession that go beyond self-decla-
rations made by patients or their cultural contexts. This
challenge remains unresolved, and at its most extreme, it
compels us to question the concepts of “truth” and “real-
ity” in cases of demonic possession.

Presence of Possession Anomalies: A Statistical
Approach

This scientific review paper did not originally aim to
endorse any natural, preternatural, or supernatural hy-
potheses. In the introduction, we explicitly stated our
intent to abstain from making ontological judgments re-
garding the origin and underlying forces at play in these
cases. However, rather than venturing into such meta-
physical inquiries, we can assess the extent to which the
analyzed cases contain unexplained elements.

Nine percent of the cases (a total of only five) lacked
specific diagnoses, and the original reports did not ar-
rive at any definitive conclusions regarding the poten-
tial earthly causation of the patient’s conditions. Several
factors might account for this, including the various ap-
proaches taken by the authors. For instance, of the five
cases (constituting 9%), three were published within a
theological framework, one of which primarily pertained
to the medical field, and another was presented from a
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psychological perspective. While it is anticipated that a
religious-theological framework may not yield conclusive
diagnoses or definitive attributions of causality (although
speculative hypotheses may be considered), it is less
plausible that psychiatric and psychological approaches
would refrain from providing insights on this matter.

The case employing a psychiatric approach was the
inaugural case published in scientific literature, dating
back to 1890. Given the technological limitations of that
era, it appears reasonable to understand why the au-
thor-physician opted not to make any conclusive diag-
nosis attempting to elucidate the medical aspect of pos-
session. In the case of the psychological approach, the
rationale behind the omission of a diagnosis is less clear
and more open to interpretation, suggesting the authors
chose to exercise prudence.

With these considerations in mind, utilizing the log-
ical foundations of frequentist probability, it becomes
possible to assert that the likelihood of encountering a
case of demonic or spirit possession that lacks a scien-
tific explanation is less than 2% (p<0.05; p=0.01923). It
is important to note that this probability is an approxi-
mation and, in strict terms, does not constitute scientific
evidence of the supernatural origin of demonic posses-
sions. However, the fact that the probability is less than
2% for cases likely to remain scientifically unexplained
underscores that the current state of evolutionary sci-
entific knowledge, as presented in this document, is in-
sufficient to provide a unilateral explanation for demonic
possessions as supernatural or extraordinary phenom-
ena. Nonetheless, it does support the idea that we can
remain, following Thomistic logic, within the realm of the
preternatural.

It is important for the reader to keep in mind that 3%
of the cases appear to lack a scientific explanation when
we base our assessment on scientific publications, rath-
er than just counting the number of cases within a single
publication. We provide this clarification because, using
this weighting as a reference, it would not be incorrect to
limit the adjustment of the previous probability estimate
to a maximum of 3%. However, a very different question
arises when considering how to interpret these values:
Does this figure, which is less than 2%, provide enough
grounds to justify the exploration of new research ave-
nues that delve into the ontological origins of possession
phenomena?

Estimating Probabilities of Unexplained Demonic
Possession Cases

For guidance purposes only and in an attempt to uti-
lize objective mathematical and statistical criteria, we
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could apply the following forecast model provided the
subsequent assumptions are accepted: (1) the number
of cases of demonic possessions and spirits is a random
variable (X); (2) the number of cases of demonic posses-
sions and spirits constitutes a count; (3) the mathemati-
cal expectation is set at a parameter of A= 1 (equivalent to
the number of unexplained cases identified in this study,
which was strictly 1); and (4) the predicted count can be
set at an upper value of x= 5. Accepting the aforemen-
tioned premises, we can define the following equation as
the quantile function:

x

PW)z=P(X=x)=¢" Kx—012.
* * !

[1]

where p(v) represents the estimated likelihood of
identifying and documenting new instances of inexplica-
ble possession in the PubMed and Scopus scientific data-
bases over the forthcoming 133 years. Given these prem-
ises and the fact that the mathematical expectancy of the
model is set at 1, it follows that:

P(W=5)=P(X=5)=¢ xm

! 1
5!

=——=0.0031

If we want to make a forecast for 10 cases:

10

P(¥=10)=P(X=10)=¢" K%:: 0.0000001

These forecasted probabilities are modest. They sug-
gest that the likelihood of identifying and scientifically
publishing five cases of seemingly inexplicable demonic
possession in PubMed and Scopus is about 0.31%. The
probability of encountering ten such cases drops to a
mere 0.00001%. These figures are projected over the
span of the next 133 years. To contextualize this further,
the annual average probability for discovering five cases
stands at 0.002331%, and for ten cases, a strikingly low
0.0000000751%.

It is important to note that these estimates are
based on the current scientific understanding and meth-
odologies outlined in this review. They do not represent
the only approach and don’t preclude the possibility of
alternative scenarios that could influence these proba-
bilities. We include these calculations in our discussion
as speculative estimates, not definitive conclusions. This
study is pioneering in its application of such probabilities
to gauge the frequency of unexplained possession cases
under the defined conditions. It is evident that altering
these conditions-the criteria framing this review-would
result in different probabilities. This point is crucial as
our presentation here offers a partial view, and future
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research may yield different figures. Moreover, while our
model is based on counts, it is not necessarily the optimal
approach; the A parameter is but an expected mean and
alternative methods could also be viable. We have opted
for a unitary value for its conservative, skeptical, and rig-
orous implications, yet we acknowledge that other means
might be more suitable under a different, perhaps more
adventurous interpretation of the data.

On the Effectiveness of Exorcisms

It is possible to examine exorcism as “another type of
treatment” and, consequently, it is also possible to mea-
sure its effects on the mental health of patients based on
the reduction or inhibition of symptoms. Exorcisms may
be effective simply via the well-known placebo effect,
which, in fact, can generate profound physical and men-
tal healing (Patterson & Schroder, 2022). However, exor-
cism also has the potential to exacerbate dissociation by
validating psychotic symptoms in the mind of the patient
(Bowman, 1993; Fraser, 1993?).

For cases in which exorcism achieves positive out-
comes, liberation rituals, prayers, and exorcisms could
fulfill the mechanism of externalization or projection that
we have previously mentioned. This mechanism could
rationally justify why there were certain benefits in the
perception of relief and well-being in certain individuals
who believed they were possessed. Following the theo-
logical and psychiatric contributions of Msgr. Jordi Font
(2016), in the cases of histrionic-narcissistic profiles,
exorcism is a practice that externalizes the cause of the
patient’s suffering and, by placing it outside the patient,
the suffering is less because it moves from the internal
reality of the patient to an external reality outside of the
patient, which frees the patient from moral burdens and
responsibilities. The problem with this mechanism is that
it has a momentary or provisional operation. According to
Msgr. Jordi Font (2016), exorcisms can be a specific and
complementary remedy with respect to conventional
treatments, but they are not in themselves sufficient to
generate structural (not even environmental) changes in
the position and profile of the patient. Following this line,
if there are no changes in the degrees of histrionic-narcis-
sistic position, it will be complicated to find a remedy that
is stable over time.

Forthose who suffer possessions from a schizoid-par-
anoid position, exorcism would not be effective because
it would no longer fulfill this mechanism of externaliza-
tion of the problem. This would be explained by the type
of psychic functioning that prevails in schizoid positions,
which does not allow the mechanism of externalization
to intervene because the psychic membranes that de-
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fine the boundaries between internal and external reality
are diffuse in this type of profile. Due to the permeabil-
ity of the boundaries of this type of profile, externaliza-
tion, even when triggered in the form of projection, lacks
beneficial effects because internal and external contents
are superimposed in the perception of these individuals,
which prevents deliberate discrimination. In these cases,
there would be no justification to use exorcism.

At this stage, readers might perceive our discus-
sion as purely speculative, and indeed it is. However, it
remains relevant to the cases analyzed in Table 3 (see
appendix). The theoretical concepts of histrionic-narcis-
sistic and schizoid-paranoid positions, introduced by the
Catholic priest Msgr. Font in 2016 and originally proposed
in the 1960s, did not achieve widespread recognition in
the Anglophone scientific community and are primarily
available in Spanish and German. This explains why the
cases in Table 3 (see appendix) do not employ Font’s spe-
cific terminology. Nonetheless, there are notable similar-
ities between his theoretical concepts and the symptoms
or characteristics observed in the cases reported in our
study. For example, many cases diagnosed within the
psychosis spectrum showed characteristics such as sus-
picion, distrust, and isolation, which are indicative of the
schizoid-paranoid position. Similarly, in non-psychotic
cases, behaviors like denial, perceived vulnerability, and
resistance to the cessation of exorcism rituals by priests
were observed. These reactions could be seen as the ego’s
defense mechanism to remain in the spotlight, potential-
ly seeking admiration or secondary gain. Such behaviors
and interpretations are consistent with the traits of a
histrionic-narcissistic structure, lending credence to the
speculative aspects of our discussion.

Thus, the clinical phenomenology described by Font
(2016) seems to have applicable correlations with the
cases compiled in Table 3 (see appendix). We acknowl-
edge that the theoretical model proposed by Font (2016)
was underappreciated by the academic community, re-
ceived minimal attention in scientific literature, and lacks
substantial scientific evidence. However, we believe that
his conceptual contributions, even if only at a hypothet-
ical level, are applicable to the published cases, thereby
lending support to the research trajectory established by
Font (2016). We are aware of several ongoing studies that
have found empirical and statistical evidence supporting
Font’s (2016) bipolar model. We look forward to these
studies being published soon and believe they will pro-
vide useful supplemental material to this current study.

Enhancing the Effectiveness of Interventions in
Possession Cases
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The majority of research in the realm of possession
has been centered on identifying the mechanisms that
contribute to the manifestation of the phenomenon,
rather than evaluating the effectiveness and suitability
of interventions in use (Baglio, 2009; Cuneo, 2001). This
oversight has led to a lack of understanding regarding
why certain interventions fail to yield a significant im-
provement in individuals reported to be possessed.

Our review indicates that numerous individuals have
undergone repeated liberation rituals and exorcisms over
considerable periods, with little to no marked improve-
ment in their condition. It has been noted that some prac-
titioners carry out these exorcisms without a uniform
protocol, leading to spontaneous, situation-specific de-
cisions and at times, conducting procedures without the
necessary informed consent or respect for confidentiality
(Giordan & Possamai, 2018). The lack of progress was not
exclusive to religious approaches—many psychological
treatments similarly fell short of producing significant
clinical improvement. In such cases, the ineffectiveness
may stem from traditional psychotherapeutic methods
that focus strictly on scientific symptom diagnosis, dis-
missing the reported possession as a genuine experience.
For instance, Case 1 presents a relative success through
psychoanalysis, likely because the therapist did not
strictly pathologize the phenomenon, allowing for the
patient’s introspection and self-suggestion.

Sustainable positive outcomes were more frequently
noted in cases where psychotherapy was tailored to in-
corporate the patient’s belief system. This form of ther-
apy did not dispute the validity of the possession expe-
rience; instead, it aimed to assist patients in drawing
connections between their symptoms and personal his-
tory. Cognitive restructuring approaches that integrated
religious considerations in a manner respectful of the
patient’s faith also showed promise. Additionally, inter-
ventions incorporating cultural sensitivity, facilitated by
anthropological expertise, provided valuable insights into
the role of the possession symptoms within the patient’s
immediate and broader social context. Although the im-
provements were sometimes modest, they suggest that
conventional treatments, including pharmacological op-
tions, might be more effective when they accommodate
the patient’s belief system and refrain from casting judg-
ment on the authenticity of the possession experience.

Ensuring the Safety of Exorcism Practices

To ensure that exorcism practices are conducted
safely and appropriately for individuals experiencing spir-
it possession, a move toward standardization is essential.
This process should extend beyond the mere regulation
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of exorcism rituals and should actively incorporate a mul-
tidisciplinary approach that adheres to fundamental eth-
ical standards.

Interventions aligning with ethical principles must:

1. Uphold the patient’s autonomy by providing them with
the information necessary to make enlightened choic-
es regarding their treatment (principle of autonomy).

2. Guarantee that the practices administered are de-
signed to be safe and aimed at the patient’s benefit,
avoiding harm (principle of non-maleficence).

3. Integrate religious interventions within a scientifical-
ly supported framework, undertaken in collaboration
with healthcare professionals, and with the patient’s
welfare as the central focus (principle of beneficence).

4. Maintain neutrality and respect for the patient’s reli-
gious beliefs, abstaining from judgments on their va-
lidity (principle of justice).

The standardization of exorcism must be rooted in
these ethical tenets. It should also complement and co-
ordinate with medical treatments that are critical for the
individual's wellbeing, enhancing their quality of life, or,
at the very least, preventing its decline. Within this para-
digm, pharmacological and clinical treatments should not
stand separate but rather integrate synergistically with
exorcism practices, thereby ensuring a comprehensive
and therapeutically cohesive approach that prioritizes
the safety, welfare, and improvement of individuals re-
porting possession.

Insights From Over a Century of Research Into
Spirit and Demonic Possession

Upon examining 52 documented instances of spirit
or demonic possession (or both), we have distilled five
pivotal insights that contribute to a comprehensive, mul-
tidisciplinary comprehension of the possession phenom-
ena and the therapeutic interventions employed:

1. Encouraging reflective and therapeutic skepticism:
Individuals manifesting possession who questioned
their own perceptions regarding the origins and
causation of their episodes often exhibited improved
prognoses. Rather than enforcing cognitive reframing
to overwrite existing beliefs (regardless of their super-
natural nature), promoting a reflective skepticism that
challenges the maladaptive reliance on these beliefs
appears more beneficial. This approach is not to dis-
miss or devalue the individual’s belief system; rather,
it is to seek alternate interpretations through skepti-
cism that offer a sense of security and empowerment,
enabling a connection between their suffering and

journalofscientificexploration.org

INTERDISCIPLINARY REVIEW OF DEMONIC POSSESSION

personal history and fostering an adaptive reinterpre-
tation of their belief-related meanings.

2. Developing inclusive therapeutic modalities: While
the efficacy of pharmacological and evidence-based
clinical treatments should not be undermined, there
is a strong case for integrating culturally attuned re-
sponses to a patient’s belief systems. This includes a
synergistic collaboration between healthcare profes-
sionals and religious figures such as Catholic priests,
pastors, or spiritual advisors, supported by interdisci-
plinary contributions from anthropologists and other
relevant experts. Such collaborations are essential for
an enriched understanding of possession that moves
beyond the confines of strict realism.

3. Understanding the psychic externalization of distress:
The surveyed cases resonate with Msgr. Jordi Font’s
theoretical framework from 2016, positing that indi-
viduals with histrionic-narcissistic tendencies utilize
possession and exorcism to project internal conflicts
onto an external reality. This external attribution of
causality may elucidate the reported feelings of liber-
ation in some instances. Conversely, this mechanism
is notably absent in individuals with schizoid-paranoid
tendencies, for whom exorcism fails to yield sustain-
able therapeutic benefits. Recognizing these psycho-
logical profiles is vital for predicting the efficacy of
religious and cultural interventions.

4. Standardizing rituals and exorcistic practices: Effi-
cacious exorcisms observed within the case studies
adhered to a protocol involving: (a) cooperation with
medical professionals, (b) ecclesiastical sanction and
informed consent by the afflicted, (c) alignment with
personal belief systems and cultural contexts, (d) reg-
ulated practices ensuring adherence to ethical prin-
ciples and patient safety, and (e) specialized training
for religious leaders confronting such cases. The Cath-
olic Church, recognizing the necessity for structured
guidance, provides training in this realm, with bishops
requiring comprehensive medical assessments before
sanctioning exorcism rituals.

5. Positioning possession within the scientific paradigm:
The enigmatic nature of spirit possession challenges
the explanatory capacity of contemporary science.
Notwithstanding scientific elucidations concerning
possessions’ supernatural aspects, the existing body
of knowledge about human consciousness and per-
ception falls short of comprehensively decoding the
origins and true nature of these phenomena. Some
documented episodes elude scientific rationalization,
bolstering the hypothesis that possession may involve
preternatural human behaviors. This gap in under-
standing underscores the imperative for ongoing in-
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vestigation into psychic phenomena, acknowledging
our present limitations in grasping the full spectrum
of consciousness.

In summary, spirit possession transcends the indi-
vidual disciplines of psychology, medicine, religion, an-
thropology, and culture, presenting an enduring scientif-
ic conundrum tied to one of history’s great unanswered
questions: the extent of human consciousness. A holistic
and culturally respectful approach markedly propels our
understanding and the strategies for addressing posses-
sion. The journey towards enlightenment in this domain
necessitates standardized religious protocols, interdisci-
plinary collaboration, and a deep respect for cultural vari-
ances, offering a fundamental strategy for providing ap-
propriate support to those experiencing possession. This
multifaceted challenge underscores the importance of
advancing a multidisciplinary dialogue that honors each
person’s unique essence and promotes treatment modal-
ities respectful of their subjective and cultural narratives.

ENDNOTE

1 Bowman'’s (1993) and Fraser’s (1993) research have
inherent design limitations. Specifically, these stud-
ies (involving 15 cases in one and seven in another)
exclusively examined patients who had undergone
exorcism before seeking medical attention. This se-
lection inherently biases the sample towards those for
whom exorcism was unsuccessful, as successful cases
presumably would not have sought medical interven-
tion thereafter. Consequently, this design inherently
skews the results towards negative outcomes associ-
ated with exorcism. This approach contrasts sharply
with the method typically employed by the Catholic
Church, which prioritizes medical solutions before
considering exorcism.
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APPENDIX: TABLE 3: CASE STUDY DESCRIPTIONS

Escola-Gascon, Ovalle, & Matthews

Source

Case Sex Age Background

Symptoms Diagnosis

Treatment

Result

Diller (1890) 1 F 37 She attended one of the country's She had a nervous temperament ~ The report does Thereport does  The report makes no mention
premier schools and was and exhibited delusions with not indicate any notindicateany  of the case's progression.
distinguished as the valedictorian strongly held beliefs, often diagnosis. treatment or
of her class. Often described showing periods of defiance intervention.
as cultured and refined, she against authority. She experienced
recently admitted to feeling auditory and visual hallucinations,

a bit “unhinged’, an emotion felt persecuted, and believed she
underscored by an impulsive act  communicated spiritually with
of breaking a window and injuring friends.

her hand. Despite health concerns

stemming from her erratic eating

habits, she was an avid writer.

While her discourse remained

coherent, it was often tinged with

irrational and delusional beliefs.

Mayer (1911) 2 M 45 Had limited access to education ~ Developed a second personality, Psychological Psychological Careful psychoanalysis that
and worked as a machinist. altered persona, distinct delusions  (defensive neuro- (psychoanalysis).  focused on understanding
After separating from his wife, of a paranoid nature, auditory psychosis). his illness, introspection, and
he moved in with a sister who delusions, tingling in the face, suggestibility. Success in the
introduced him to esoteric suffered from paresthesias, and intervention was reported.
matters. He tried to alleviate his  constantly suspected that his wife There is no information on
symptoms with alcohol. tried to poison and hypnotize him. the subsequent course of

the case.

Obeyesek (1970) 3 F 40 Possessed for the first time 9 She experienced burning sensations Religious (spirit Religious (first Success was reported in
years ago when she was pregnant in her stomach, pain in her jaw, possession). time: prayers; the second intervention.
with her second child. Shewas  and had hallucinations of footsteps second time: There is no information on
free from possession for 5 years. It following her. She claimed to liberation ritual).  the subsequent course of
began again when she conceived  see demons, dark beings with the case.
her fourth child. Her husband protruding teeth.
performed prayers with Catholic
monks over sacred texts, but it
was ineffective.

Teoh & Dass (1973)4 M 18 He came from a working-classand  He felt pain in his chest and Religious (spirit Medical In the scientific case report,
highly conservative family. His perceived a dark shadow possession). (specialized neither the cause of the oral
brother was the primary authority  approaching him. When this shadow treatment for bleeding was confirmed nor
ﬁgure.wwhm their household. He made contact with his body, the asthma). discovered. After suffering
exze;enc»ed;gvere;sthma al;taths' young man became agitated and two trance episodes in the
and despite being 18 years old, he o n4araq 5 trance-like state. During hospital, the patient calmed
was not considered an adult by . .

B . this state, he often asked for food or down and the trances did not
his family and could not leave the b ) Wdth . hmati diti
house without permission, especially ecame aggr?sswe. He wou} throw recur. His asthmatic con |F|on
because of his asthmatic condition.  ©F break furniture and physically was favorably managed with
The young man stated that he was  assault his family members. It was medication. Although the
not allowed to choose his own observed that after the trance family was informed that
friends either. There was a belief episode, the man experienced the possible hypothetical
within him that family members anterograde amnesia. cause was the dysfunctional
had been possessed in the past dynamic he had with his older
and had been cured through other brother, his family rejected
p<?ssession spells, referred toas such a hypothesis. After
;wtchcrfftf.tHe was e.adm{tted to thf three months, he had no

ospital after experiencing severa more trance episodes and the
episodes of bleeding from the mouth

o ) young man reported greater
over the prior six months. This freed ith
period coincided with the time he personal freedom without
believed he was being possessed by beliefs of being possessed.
supernatural entities.
Case 5 (Daughter) and Case
6 (Mother). The daughter
remained socially isolated due
to her mother's concern, took on She improved drastically.
financial responsibilities froma  Auditory hallucinations, involuntary - After ten days, she recalled
. L Psychiatric ) ]
very young age, and felt pressured movements in her hand, the spirit Psychological (pharmacological her delusions as tricks of
Kiraly (1975) 5 F 18 because of it. A week earlier, told her to take over all the money yenotog . P g her mind. The dosage of the
- ; h ) 7 (paranoid psychosis). treatment with -
the two carried out exercises in the world, delusional perceptions, - pharmacological treatment
o phenothiazine). i )
extracted from a book on occult  and unusual communication. was reduced until reaching
phenomena. The daughter felt as maintenance doses.
if she was being possessed by an
archangel, which later turned into
ademon.
Case 5 (Daughter) and Case
6 (Mother). The daughter
remained socially isolated due The hospital management
to her mother's concern, took on  She exhibited anxiety, exhaustion, P 8 B
B S ) of her daughter was crucial
financial responsibilities froma  fear, and worry. She predominantly in separating them, and
very young age, and felt pressured experienced auditory hallucinations psvchological Psychiatric she \zas subgse uer;tl

Kiraly (1975) 6 F 53 because of it. A week earlier, similar to those of her daughter and ycholog (outpatient review q Y

. ) ) (hysterical overlay). treated at home by another
the two carried out exercises feared harming someone. She was and follow-up). o

R psychiatrist. Her symptoms
extracted from a book on occult  dependent on her daughter, easily b .
) ) egan to subside from the
phenomena. The daughter felt as influenced, but verbally dominant. f
: ) rst week.
if she was being possessed by an
archangel, which later turned into
ademon
654 7 JOURNAL OF SCIENTIFIC EXPLORATION « VOL. 37, NO 4 - WINTER 2023 journalofscientificexploration.org

[



Escola-Gascon, Ovalle, & Matthews

INTERDISCIPLINARY REVIEW OF DEMONIC POSSESSION

Source

Case Sex Age

Background

Symptoms

Diagnosis

Treatment

Result

Cramer (1980)

Seltzer (1983)

Seltzer (1982)

Seltzer (1982)

7 M
8 M
9 M
10 M

39

20

He was born in a small town where
there was limited recreational
opportunity and where spiritualist
practices were an important part
of the sociocultural foundation.
He had seven siblings, and his
family combined both Chinese
and Mexican ethnic traits. They
had limited financial resources,
and the man could only attain

six years of formal education.

He had lived with his wife for

over 15 years, who, before living
with him, claimed to have been
possessed by spirits. When the
man was diagnosed with diabetes,
he panicked and shortly thereafter
became possessed. He doubted
the authenticity of his possession.
Religious leaders conducted an
exorcism on him, where they ruled
out the possibility of it being a
mystical possession and believed
that the entities governing him
were beings of his own creation.

Eldest son of a partially traditional
family. He had a history of
depression, alcoholism, and
suicidal behavior, possibly related
to the violent deaths of his mother
and three relatives. He claimed
that he was possessed, and his
grandfather, who was a skilled
shaman, drove it away with the
help of other spirits and medicinal
herbs. But, he felt that he had
shamanic powers but that these
were not strong enough to deal
with the spirit.

He was the eldest son of his
family. His paternal figure was
affectionately close and passed
down certain cultural traditions
to him. In contrast, he perceived
his maternal figure as distant

and felt that she rejected him. He
claimed to have had depression
and suicidal thoughts for a few
years due to a confusing sexual
identity. One day, he felt a spirit
touch his shoulder, telling him he
should marry a woman so it would
leave him alone. However, since
he refused, he has nightly battles
with this supernatural entity, of
which he later cannot recall. The
stress of this situation led to a
severe depressive reaction. He
insisted that he had asked for help
to move out of the house because,

according to him, the spirit became

weaker away from where he lived.

He appeared as a man lacking
self-confidence. Having received

a private education, it seemingly
hindered him from forming
meaningful and intimate
relationships with women. He
professed difficulties in connecting
with them. Although he was
articulate, lucid, and intelligent, he
acknowledged certain academic
learning challenges. He also
grappled with conflicts about

his religious beliefs and his life's
purpose. He claimed that a spirit
would appear to him at night,
causing insomnia. He lost interest
in the Catholic faith and was
apprehensive about seeking help
from his own community and

family.

He believed he was possessed by
four different spirits. During his
states of possession, he exhibited
labored breathing, facial flushing,
voice changes, excessive sweating,
and spat out frothy phlegm from
his mouth.

He exhibited nervous and
inappropriate behaviors. Auditory
hallucinations were identified. He
claimed he had nightly encounters
with a spirit that mocked him,
instructed him, and told him to

lie with his wife. Due to these
episodes, he was accused of
attempted rape.

He experienced episodes of nightly

battles with the spirit during
which he ended up with torn,

ripped clothes, and there were also Psychological
gunshot wounds observed. He was  (dissociative identity

accused of theft, and he claimed
that it had been the spirit during
one of these nightly battles who
was responsible.

He lamented a spiritual force that
acted against his will. This force
had emerged spontaneously and

involuntarily. As he had claimed, the treatment or

spirit had driven him to start fires,
causing him distress and concern.

The report does

treatment or

The report does
not indicate any
treatment or
intervention.

not indicate any

intervention.

Psychological
Psychological (culturally adapted
(dissociative identity intervention with
disorder). psychiatric follow-

up).

Psychological

disorder). (culturally

The report does
not indicate any

Adapted
intervention with
psychiatric follow-

intervention. up).

It was identified that

each spirit was a direct
manifestation of his
emotional issues. He felt
that he was not up to

the task of successfully
handling circumstances,
with prevailing feelings of
weakness and illness (his
diabetes further reinforcing
this thought). The scientific
report does not mention
the subsequent course of
evolution for the case.

The therapy consisted

of a culturally adapted
struggle-resistance against
the spirit that occupied his
body. Vocational guidance
was combined, a symbolic
amulet was used, and
pharmacological treatment
was applied.

In therapy, vocational
counseling was promoted,
concerns about his sexual
identity were addressed, and
psychiatric treatment with
medication was applied.
After the intervention, an
improvement in sleep quality
was noted and, as he argued,
the strength of the spirit
weakened over time.

He was administered

a placebo pill, which
supposedly gave him the
“strength” to combat

the spirit. He was also
encouraged to speak with
the religious members of his
community and share his
experience. The follow-up
report indicated that his
symptoms had subsided,
leading to functional
behavior.
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Source Case Sex Age

Background

Symptoms Diagnosis Treatment

Result

Melia & Mumford

He had been experiencing
generalized headaches for

about a month, had difficulty
concentrating, and struggled to
recall instructions. He exhibited
nosebleeds, which were treated
upon hospital admission. He
voiced some incoherent thoughts
and remained unconscious for 6
days. He was discharged from the
hospital shortly after. He sought
advice from a witch doctor, who
explained to him that the spirit
of his father had attempted to
possess him.

He was admitted to the hospital
for presenting with fever and
tremors for 24 hours after starting
his vacation in Nepal. He had
previously experienced a similar
episode another time he had been
in Nepal and was diagnosed with
hypertension. During the hospital
stay, he became increasingly
agitated and mentioned that, while
in Nepal, he had been possessed
by a spirit intent on killing him.

It was discovered that he was

an alcoholic, and his employer
expressed concern about the
effects his alcohol consumption
might have on his sanity.

He worked as a long-distance

bus driver. The young man was in
good general health, although he
reported that he couldn't work
due to his recurring episodes of
illness over the past 18 months.
He consulted four doctors, all

of whom assured him he was
healthy. He sought advice from

a spiritual medium, where it was
determined that the source of his
issues stemmed from a fright he
experienced at the age of 15 during
a trip. According to the report,

this scare caused his soul to either
leave his body or try to escape.

His father was killed when he was
a baby, and his mother struggled
with drug addiction. He spent his
childhood in various homes where
illegal drugs were sold. At the

age of 6, his grandmother gained
custody of him and his sister. She
took them to live in her house and
regularly brought them to church.
The grandparents sought help from
the church regarding his behavior,
but they were not provided with
any solution, as they explained that
exorcism was a very painful tool
for such a young child. They turned
to systemic therapy, where other
family members were integrated
into the therapeutic process to
gather more information. However,
despite offering techniques and
improvement tasks, there was no
favorable progress.

His father died in a car accident,
and his mother never recovered
from it and couldn't take care

of him. In 1986, he was in a

crowd near the Western Wallin
Jerusalem, where a terrorist threw
a grenade, killing and injuring
several people. After two months,
he believed he was possessed by
demons and was taken to the clinic
by his wife. Due to his condition,
he lost his job

He exhibited an unbearable

headache that had persisted for 20 Religious (spirit
days, accompanied by episodes of possession).
agitation, tremors, and seizures.

The report does not
indicate any

He had a fever, tremors,

excessive sweating, and unusual  Religious (spirit
perceptions that he could hearand possession).
communicate with animals.

treatment or
intervention.

Religious (an
offering and
liberation ritual
was performed).

He exhibited signs of weakness,

fatigue, frequent stomach pains  Religious (spirit
and bloating, as well as occasional possession).
numbness in his limbs.

The grandparents believed he

was possessed, stating that he

consumed an abnormal amount of  Psychological
food, sometimes exhibited great  (attention-Deficit/
strength, and at times couldn't hyperactivity
control the movement of his feet.

His bed shook very strongly.

Psychological (first
time: systemic

He experienced auditory
hallucinations, cried, complained
of physical pain, and had sleep
disturbances. He had a depressed
mood. He was not oriented to
current events (living anchored in
time), and he constantly talked to
himself about bombs and people
dying.

Psychological
(reactive dissociative
psychosis).

Psychological
(hypnotherapy).

The patient understood that
he needed to become a witch
doctor to prevent his father's
spirit from possessing him.
There is no information on
the subsequent course of
the case.

He was observed for seven
days and received assistance
from two healers. There was
a progressive improvement
in his symptoms. There

is no information on the
subsequent course of the
case.

The family and the young
man decided to travel to the
location where the supposed
“soul escape” had occurred.
There, they made an offering
and other gift to the native
spirits to see if it was possible
for his soul to be liberated
and returned to his body. An
exorcism was also performed
on him. The young man held
ambivalent beliefs regarding
the healing efficacy of these
rituals. He appeared tense,
seemingly due to his lack of
conviction or faith.

The grandparents were
willing to accept that he had
a psychiatric disorder. With
the help of psychotherapy,
the grandparents began to
see changes in him, and this
reinforced the idea that the
dynamics between them
started to change.

They asked him to write a
farewell letter to his father in
which he could say everything
he wanted, and hypnosis was
used as a means to access
and regulate his terrifying
dissociative experiences. Five
years later, he did not exhibit
psychotic symptoms.

(1987) 1 M 19
Melia & Mumford

(1987) 12 M 43
Steedly (1988) 13 M 25
Hansen et al.,

(1993) 14 M 8
Van de Hart

Witztum & 15 M 35
Friedman (1993)
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Source Case Sex Age Background Symptoms Diagnosis Treatment Result
She was the eldest daughter
of a farmer from a family with
limited financial resources. She
was given up for adoption to her
maternal grandmother. At the
age of seven, she was forcibly She exhibited physical tremors The report does not mention
separated from her grandmother . phy . the developmental course
) aggressions towards her family, and
and returned to her father's care of the case. However, there
because her mother needed her threatened to attack and devour was a theory that the
us people (or eat them alive). She ) o ytha
help with her pregnancy and experienced amnesia after these Psychological psvchological spirits she perceived were
Castillo (1994) 16 F 29 her two other siblings. For this P , (dissociative identity 4 g . personalities that allowed her
reason, she quickly married a man episodes occurred. She believed she disorder) (psychotherapeutic to better cope with the famil,
even tf;o hqhe ha{i roblems * was possessed by three spirits (her ' environmenFt) and the tra may
; ugn he had p deceased grandmother, a demon s . Y
with alcohol, mistreated her, ; of initially being separated
and physically abused her. Due from Sri Lanka, and the cemetery from her parents and then
to thF;s );ituatilfm :he had t.o ’ demon Mahasona). returningp
return to her mother's home. This
return reactivated her traumatic
experience, and it was there that
she began her first possession by
spirits.
She moved to Israel. She had been
possessed by “Kole” for 17 years. After the failure of
The name “Kole” referred to a Zar* traditional treatments, a
spirit from over 100 years ago. She pharmacological treatment
described her symptoms as intense was attempted, consisting
suffering caused by a male spirit  In Israel, she once again felt the of an anti-obsessive,
with anger, jealousy, and the need presence of that spirit, experiencing anti-compulsive, and
to control her. She was compelled a lack of control over her actions, psychiatric anxiolytic medication
Witztum & to serve him. Since that moment, involuntary and strange head Psychiatric (m)gdication with (clomipramine). Before
Grisaru (1996) 17 F 43 she divorced her husband because movements. In psychiatry, they did (obsessive- clomibramine and starting the medication,
the spirit did not accept any other not find evidence of severe thought compulsive disorder). carbaﬂmze ine) the healthcare providers
man in her life. Before moving to  disorder, neither in form nor in PINE)- ansured that the spirit
Israel, the woman lived in Ethiopia. content. There were no symptoms possessing her agreed to her
There, she tried treatments with  of any mood disorder. receiving the treatment. The
traditional healers, and when that pharmacological treatment
failed, she even approached the was unsuccessful, and
Ethiopian emperor in the hope the patient's subsequent
that his authority could resolve her progress is unknown.
problem.
She moved to Israel from Ethiopia A letter was written to the
three years ago. She had been ; « )
P officials of the “Absorption
referred to the clinic twice for Center” explaining the
somatic complaints that had Zar* ll'lenopmenor%and
been shown to have no organic She experienced a reduced appetite, reconF:mendin that she be
cause. She was diagnosed with sleep disturbances, decreased daily allowed to cargr out her
Witztum & postpartum depression, prescribed functioning, aggressive behaviors, Anthropological ceremonies Th)e/ staffat the
. 18 F 23 antidepressants, and had a and put her family at risk by Anthropological polog :
g
Grisaru (1996) o N o A (cultural) Center reported that after
favorable clinical outcome. She insisting on lighting fires in the R R
; . ; allowing her to do this, she
had suffered from possession by a room to communicate with demons
* i . L had returned to a reasonable
Zar* spirit for six years. Although  and spirits. -
: level of functioning at home,
her attacks were infrequent,
and the number of general
she felt compelled to perform a visits to the medical clinic
ceremony to appease the Zar three had decreased
times a day. :
She had been hospitalized in an
internal medicine unit to explore
e oot D s o et
P i P She felt that the spirit attacked efforts, her daughter
to jump out of a fourth-floor ) )
window. She was diagnosed with her on special occasions, when was located and brought
severe .s chotic de %ession She she was frustrated and her needs to Ethiopia with her.
. psy apres i~ were not met (for example, when I All medications were
Witztum & reported that her “Kole” (Zar ! ] understandingand . )
. 19 F 56 - she lacked proper clothing or Anthropological ) discontinued, and she
Grisaru (1996) spirit) blamed and accused her adaptation). ) )
<everely. She claimed to have tried "3 under severe stress). She was discharged. She still
toium y-to escape the sufferin appeared “disconnected,” spoke an had depression and some
W}J1en Ehe movepd to Israel frog. incomprehensible language, and at ambivalent feelings.
Ethiopia, she separated from her times, broke objects. Subsequent follow-up
husband and daughter. Her son revealed a complete recovery.
was placed in a boarding school,
and she remained alone.
During the wake of an uncle, she
experienced her first generalized
seizure. The possession episode An electroencephalogram
was attributed to the death phalog
) ) (EEG) showed bursts of 3 to
of her uncle, as it was seen as " . . . X . Medical X X
Carrazanaetal. ) P ) He exhibited tonic-clonic seizures  Medical (juvenile ’ 4 Hz generalized discharges.
(1999) 20 mo24 punishment for her perceived and myoclonic jerks while awake.  myoclonic epilepsy) (pharmacological Valproic acid was prescribed
disrespect towards him. She : " treatment). !

received treatment from a priest
for 6 years and saw a doctor when
she went to the United States from
[where?].

and she remained seizure-
free.
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Source Case Sex Age Background Symptoms Diagnosis Treatment Result
She had a history of complex
partial seizures since adolescence.
At age 14, she fell during a seizure
in a fire, resulting in burns on her The EEG showed independent
legs, parts of her face, and arms. Medical bitemporal spikes.
Carrazana et al. The family took the patient to her . . . . . Antiepileptic medications
21 F 27 - ) Generalized seizures. Medical (epilepsy)  (pharmacological ;
(1999) religious community to address treatment) were prescribed and
the “possession.” It is said that the ’ contributed to a decrease in
entity that has possessed her is the frequency of seizures.
one of the most feared, known for
throwing itself into the fire and
kicking to extinguish the flames.
She experienced partial seizures
for many years that caused her to
feel fear and epigastric pulsations.
When she went to the specialist A magnetic resonance
for possessions, she claimed that imaging (MRI) revealed
she'wa-s possessed Py a French She experienced loss of ) aFrophy of the rlght
entity, interpreting incoherent . ) Medical hippocampus. Seizures
Carrazana etal. . consciousness, uttered nonsensical . . ] ) ;
22 F 36 phrases from a foreign language. Medical (epilepsy).  (pharmacological  improved with
(1999) e phrases, and had complex motor h o
When possessed by this entity, she Automatisms treatment). carbamazepine medication.
often spoke perfectly in French or ’ However, treatment
other languages, even though she adherence was affected by
herself did not know how to speak certain family interferences.
those languages. She was taken to
a doctor at the age of 34 when she
left Haiti.
She experienced recent partial
seizures, accompanied by
an overwhelming feeling of
emptiness, and these were
attributed to a benevolent The magnetic resonance
spiritual entity leaving her while imaging was normal;
the spirits of the deceased R } . however, the seizures were
. She primarily experienced a sense Medical .
Carrazana et al. 3 F 44 tried to take control of her. In of emptiness accompanied b Medical (epilepsy) (pharmacological controlled with monotherapy
(1999) her culture, it is believed that PN P Y prepsy. b g using phenytoin. There
. s partial seizures. treatment). . A .
when this happens, it is due to a is no information on the
voodoo curse that directly affects subsequent course of the
one's health and prosperity. The case..
practitioner of these possessions
claims that the exorcism did not
work on her because the spirit had
a strong hold on her.
His mother was distant, and
her father was an alcoholic. His
maternal grandmother was her
primary caregiver and took him
to spirit sessions several times,
where he became convinced
of the interaction between
t4h? Spirits ofthe deaq and the The psychotherapist focused
living. He studied sociology, is . }
> on restructuring his beliefs
married, and has two daughters. o
and cognitive schemas
He felt persecuted and became laimed to b d b . d
suspicious of her coworkers, was He claimed to be possesse about possession an
s ' by spiritual entities and could . glossolalia. Ten months into
hospitalized for two months, and ) ) ) Psychological
. : ) . . experience around 3 episodes of  Psychological . psychotherapy, he began
Martinez-Taboas was discharged with a diagnosis L L PN . (cognitive- ) b
(1999) 24 M 44 of paranoid schizophrenia. He possession in a day. He exhibited  (dissociative identity behavioral traveling with his wife to
pa P ’ - behavioral disturbances, irrational  disorder). distant places. It became
continued to experience paranoid hough P X -~ psychotherapy). X hat his delusi
ideas for the following year, and thoughts, and frequent dissociative evident that his delusions
. ! experiences. and paranoid beliefs had
after 5 years, he decided to stop .
- - A significantly decreased. After
taking her medication. Along with -
S ) three years, they decided to
his wife, they were looking for end the psychothera
a psychiatrist to help him, as he psycho PY:
experienced unexpected episodes
of glossolalia and possession by
spiritual entities. He mentioned
that he participated in an
exorcism, and although he initially
experienced relief, the possessions
returned over time.
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Source Case Sex Age Background Symptoms Diagnosis Treatment Result
She was raised in the Roman
Catholic Church, but recently The therapist did not use the
attended a Methodist church. She . word “exorcism” to describe
o . She began to see monsters in psychotherapy; s
was hospitalized in psychiatry . . what they did in therapy.
) e her head and referred to themas  Psychological second time: )
and diagnosed with dissociative ” A ) She decided to try the
Bull (2001) 26 F 39 e i ., “demons.” She knew they were (dissociative identity self-directed . B )
identity disorder. Initially, she tried . - ) expulsion technique with the
A P ” entities beyond her, but she wasn't dlsorder). ritual prayer- o . .
to find an internal “self-helper’ sure if they were actually demons sychotherapy) therapist's assistance, which
who would encourage the other Y Y ’ psy PY): immediately brought her a
personalities to trust her and have sense of relief.
faith, but it didn't work.
Through therapy, she was able to
overcome sexual and physical abuse
from b_oth I-_uer family and traumatic Based on her beliefs, the
expulsion rituals from her church. X
: ’ therapist encouraged her to
During a therapy session, she reported di terials f d
that a new identity had emergedin  She exhibited paranoia and use reading materials focuse
her, and the purpose of this entity was persecutory states about herself, on COgIE)IFIVhe resfcructurlng
fo‘r ferto die. he therapist continued interpreting that there was a Psychological (first Eoo:cstteat :faanrz)lr:?aﬁsi:i:/e
with the standard procedure for supernatural entity inside her. Religious (spirit 4 gica ptot P
addressing persecutory states of ) time: expulsion and celestial god. Through
. ’ After nearly two years of therapy, ~ possession) and : -
. the self and tried to establish a X prayer; second a self-directed ritual prayer
Rosik (2004) 27 F 27 e ) she came to understand that the  psychological ) ; : 4
therapeutic alliance with the new identity that had developed within (¢ based time: self-directed prescribed by the therapist,
entity. After twelve months, no change Ih entity :. ac cevelope ‘:” n d‘raurn‘a-f as)e ritual prayer- she was able to integrate
or i?Erovimem washobservfed. La(tjer, hz:svglafsghe_:srsezc[il:gihzatr\tv?thout fssociation). psychotherapy).  the various states of self and
with her therapist, they performe i e felt relieved. From this point
an expul;non prayer, and she felt _that add'ressmg the d'§50C|3t|0n, the' on, changes in her emotional
he had disappeared. However, this entity would continue to be active.

) management began, and
only lasted for a month. The entity h dually started to feel
reappeared when, according to the E € gradually started to fee
patient, she was engaging in behaviors etter.
that violated the moral principles of
her religion.

She grew up in an area where
the community believed in and She had seizures that began with
conducted spiritist sessions. Five headaches, loss of consciousness,
) ; . e : Improvement was observed
years ago, she was diagnosed with and violent agitation, sometimes )
? . o . after approximately two
intractable tonic-clonic epilepsy.  leading her to harm herself. In months. and the presence
She experienced distress dueto  another episode, she attempted to L - Psychological « pres
PR » S X . R Religious (spirit X of her “grandmother
her “epileptic attacks” and didn't ~ burn various objects in her house ossession) and (empty chair ceased to be significant. She
Martinez-Taboas feel safe. Her seizures occurred and begged for her life from an P ) technique ) '8 )
28 F 24 ) L . psychological : . continued with follow-up
(2005) two or three times a week, despite invisible presence. She experienced 7>~ " "2 using cognitive- ;
. . AR . (dissociative trance . sessions for twelve months.
being treated with Tegretol. The  hallucinations in which she saw ) behavioral . .
. . ) . disorder). During the sessions, she only
woman recalls with anguish the  blood and her own image strangling therapy). : B
} ) ; . presented a single episode of
traumatic experience when her herself with a rope. She believed . o
} S ) dissociative trance. She had a
grandmother's house caught that the spirit disturbing her was favorable outcome
fire, and she was paralyzed; her her grandmother and that it did not ’
grandmother died as a result of this want to leave her alone.
accident.
She had an ambivalent family
background with substance She experienced symptoms such
abuse, physical and sexual as nausea, vomiting, headaches,
abuse. Although she believed tingling throughout her body, Psychiatric After connecting her past
in the Catholic faith, she often fear of fainting, and a sense of (medication with  issues with her current
transgressed that faith, causing her emptiness. When these symptoms desipramine) and  crisis experiences and
feelings of shame and guilt. She  worsened, her feelings reminded  Psychological psychological analyzing the movie images
Ballon etal. 2% F » was also a victim of emotional and her of the movie “The Exorcist.” (depression and (psychotherapy;  and how she used them in
(2007) physical abuse from her partner.  She had flashbacks, dreams, and  post-traumatic stress involvement her dissociative episodes,
She was pregnant and feared that ~ developed dissociative states disorder). of a priest who her symptoms began to
the devil sought revenge on her related to the movie itself. Her reassured her disappear. One year later,
for having conflicts during her belief of being possessed varied that she was not  she was no longer clinically
pregnancy. She was hospitalized ~ based on the experiences she possessed). depressed.
and had a miscarriage. She had. Physical symptoms and
associated this event with the idea somatizations were also identified.
that she had killed her child.
His family had a history of psychotic Thanks to a single-photon
disorders. He suffered a traumatic emission computed
brain injury due to a traffic accident, tomography (SPECT) scan,
with no evidence of seizures. Six the structural abnormality
mon.ths later, academic performance in the basal ganglia was
dECI'ﬁEd: and beha!wor changed There were observed alterations Medical (structural identified. He was prescribed
drastically, necessitating others for 1 a¢tention and concentration. edicatistructura treatment with risperidone,
. personal care. At this point, he began 400 \yre changes in his abnormality in the Medical and three months later,
Guenedi et al. experiencing auditory hallucinations. . : . left basal ganglia and ) L !
30 M 22 ; ] ] - personality, with abnormal auditory . . (pharmacological  lamotrigine was added. After
(2009) His family took him to a clinic, where N N . specific perfusion
experiences, alterations in word treatment). three weeks, there was an

they reported that he had undergone
a change in personality, (isolated and
disinterested). Man claimed that his
father's appearance had changed to

a “devil.” Sought traditional healing
practices and his family took him on a
pilgrimage. Neither of these practices
worked.

in the left temporal

generation, and dysarthria being |\ )

manifested.

improvement in his mood,
cognitive function, and social
behavior. Follow-up sessions
showed an improvement in
his quality of life. He resumed
his studies, and his psychotic
features disappeared.
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Source Case Sex Age

Background

Symptoms

Diagnosis

Treatment

Result

Tajima-Pozo et al.

She claimed to attend exorcism and
spiritism sessions and that, after that,
she felt the presence of an “evil spirit.”
She was diagnosed with schizophrenia
and was receiving pharmacological
treatment at that time. She attended
mass daily and attributed half of her
symptoms to her mental disorder,
while relating the other half to the
presence of a spirit. She sought out a
clergyman experienced in exorcisms,
received eight sessions, and described
an improvement. However, her family
expressed skepticism about the
exorcisms because she screamed,
writhed, and vomited during and after
each exorcism session.

He lived with his wife's extended
family. He was studying for a degree
in education at a local university. In
his spare time, he helped around the
house and with the livestock. His wife
became pregnant with their first child
and gave birth after 7 months, but the
baby died 5 days after being born. The
day their child died, he saw a woman
at the window, whom he mistook for
his wife's grandmother. But when he
realized that was unlikely, he began to
feel suffocated and fainted. Since then,
he began to faint frequently. When he
went to the doctor, they prescribed
him some medication for tension.

His symptoms worsened after seeing
traditional healers. Other villagers
began to experience symptoms of
possession.

She immigrated to the United
Kingdom in December of 2011.

A pediatrician referred her to
Mental Health Services due to
her exhibiting unusual and odd
behaviors. The adaptation was
difficult; she faced academic and
social challenges, became isolated,
and had limited interactions with
others. She became oppositional
at school, had fits of rage, and
displayed defiant behaviors.

Her parents believed she was
possessed, but they were open
to continuing with medical
exploration

She lived with her parentsin a
small town and had a stable job as
a teacher at the school. She was
baptized in the Catholic faith and
regularly participated in religious
practices. Her doctor attributed
her initial health problems to
stress. She was harassed and
sexually abused in her childhood.
Her parents were distant, critical,
and unsupportive of her and her
education.

When she was admitted to the
hospital for a suspected case of
encephalitis for the first time, a
routine medical examination was
conducted which did not reveal

any organic cause, including

a computed tomography scan

that was also favorable. She was
administered sodium valproate and
was discharged. A week later, she
was readmitted. The cause for the
admission was viral encephalitis, and
she was pharmacologically treated
with intravenous acyclovir, but her
clinical course did not improve. The
psychiatric review indicated that she
suffered from a conversion disorder
as she displayed anxiety, agitation,
strange behavior, hallucinations,
delusions, and disorganized thoughts.
She progressively deteriorated until
she fell into a coma and had to be

artificially intubated to keep her alive

(2011) 31 F 28
(S;glk:)ta etal. -
B 6
:zig?;i)emcz etal 3 F 30
?232;;" mad 35 F 33
660 V7
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Perception that a spirit possesses
her, violates her, makes her writhe
in bed, vomit, and feel unwell.
Kinesthetic hallucinations and
delusional interpretations.

He had the feeling that a spirit
possessed him; he trembled with
fear and suffered from suffocation.

Loss of interest in activities,
incontinence, sleep difficulties,
engaging in stereotyped and
purposeless activities. She had
perceptions of being pursued,
spoke to herself, and had memory
problems.

She saw ghosts of deceased people,
had suicide attempts during
episodes in which she experienced
dissociation, felt emotionally
fragmented, and claimed to engage
in dialogues with at least one
egodystonic part of herself.

She exhibited strange behavior
and sudden changes in personality.
She experienced intense emotional
fluctuations with rude and
aggressive use of language. In
certain states, she displayed
abnormal rotations in her eyeballs.

Religious (spirit
possession) and
psychiatric (paranoid
schizophrenia).

The report does
not indicate any
treatment or
intervention.

Medical (absence
epilepsy).

Religious: (spirit
possession) and
psychological:
(dissociative identity
disorder).

Medical:
(NMDA receptor
encephalitis).

Psychiatric
(pharmacological
treatment with
risperidone and
alprazolam).

The report does
not indicate any
treatment or
intervention.

Medical
(pharmacological
treatment).

Religious (through

exorcism rituals).

Medical
(intravenous
treatment,
including
immunoglobulins
and
plasmapheresis).

Her involvement in
multiple exorcisms altered
her response to clinical
treatment. She continued
to experience kinesthetic
hallucinations despite
receiving pharmacological
treatment and
psychotherapy.

This village did not have
access to traditional healers,
so they built a sanctuary
where the women of the
municipality would go.

Over the following months,
some of the affected women
recovered, however, new
cases continued to emerge.

She started taking sodium
valproate twice a day, which
led to her improvement.
Alongside this, she attended
play therapy with her
father, where they worked
on attachment, self-image,
and imaginative play. She
continued with some odd
behaviors and learning
difficulties, so it was decided
to change her school. The
change was beneficial, and
her symptomatic behaviors
almost entirely diminished.

She attended an exorcism,

in which she initially did not
want to participate, but after
feeling pressured by the
assembly, she agreed. After the
exorcism, she tried to find the
meaning and sense of what was
happening to her. She remained
ambivalent regarding the origin
of her symptoms: some had

a supernatural cause for her
and others did not. There is no
information on the subsequent
course of the case.

A head magnetic resonance
imaging was performed,
revealing an anomalous-
diffuse signal in the

gray matter of the right
parietal and temporal lobe.
Pharmacological intervention
was carried out, and an
almost complete recovery
was achieved in a few
months.
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Source Case Sex Age Background Symptoms Diagnosis Treatment Result
She mentioned that she had a happy
childhood without any significant R
traumas. She became pregnant with Shj zvasth?isp'_:ihzed
her first and only child at the age of and treated with an
22. At 27, she moved to Spain for work anx"‘)l')’t'c- She showed
reasons. She was a very religious She displayed aggressive behavioral rap'd, improvement and the
and cultured woman, actively alterations, being self-aggressive medication was withdrawn
Aymerich et al Part'ﬂ,patmi n ev:"?ﬁl'c?clAChzman as well as aggressive towards her  Psychiatric Psychiatric :viivé:osur;clz:rlni:z;sive
Y T 36 F 41 svorship, and most ot her friends were surroundings. She maintained a (unspecified (pharmacological - P

(2020)

MSF Psychologist 37 F 15

Dein (2021) 38 F 42
Pietkiewicz et al.

(20212) 39 F 21
Pietkiewicz et al. 20 F 30

(2021a)

from that community. She abruptly
woke up one morning, claimed to be
possessed, and believed that the end
of the world had come. Her son took
her to the church for help, and even
though the evangelical pastor prayed
for her, eight hours later she remained
the same, so they decided to take her
to the emergency room.

She was taken to the emergency
room by her in-laws because she
had jumped off the stairs after
supernatural entities told her to
do so. The in-laws mentioned that
she was in an arranged marriage
and that this wasn't the first time
something like this had occurred.
When the mental health team
intervened, they requested her
permission to speak with the
“spirit”, and she agreed. The spirit
stated it was angry because she
was in a forced marriage and the
in-laws were violent towards her.

She was raised in the Catholic

faith. She hinted that she had been
sexually abused by a close relative.
At 18, a friend introduced her to

the occult, and she felt a spirit had
entered her room. She ended the
relationship with her friend, but

she doubted the existence of those
spirits. At the age of 38, she was hit
by a car, suffered a head injury, and
underwent a computed tomography
scan which found no abnormalities.
She was referred to psychiatry, where
she began to state that a spirit had
taken over her. She felt despondent
for being visited by a psychiatrist
because, according to her, what she
needed was an exorcism.

Her parents were divorced, and
she had no contact with her father
or older brother, both of whom
had issues with alcohol and were
violent. Her mother emotionally
abused her. She claimed to have
no friends and had never had
physically intimate relationships
with anyone. Since age fourteen,
she was hospitalized several
times for schizophrenia but did
not adhere to her treatment
regimen. Since fourteen, she held
the belief that she possessed
supernatural telepathic powers
and could communicate with
extraterrestrials.

During her childhood, her mother
would be absent for several weeks
due to work reasons, her father and
his partner abused alcohol, and she
was also a victim of physical abuse.
She experienced abuse and bullying at
school. While underage, she provided

sexual services to men in exchange for became convinced that she had

money. In her adult years, she drank
alcohol and occasionally consumed
hard drugs. From the age of 28, she
was hospitalized several times for
schizophrenia (meeting the diagnostic
criteria). She consulted with priests
and chose to participate in monthly
exorcism rituals for 18 months, but
they did not work.

terse discourse, using few words,  dissociative disorder). treatment).
with sudden outbursts of crying

and laughter.

The report does
not indicate any
treatment or
intervention.

The report does
not indicate any
treatment or
intervention.

She heard voices, could not
control her movements, and had a
wandering gaze.

She experienced memory lapses
and was distressed because she
said a spirit had taken over her.

She could “smell” the spirit. During
the possession episodes, the spirit
spoke to her, and she often spoke in
aman's voice.

Psychiatric

(dissociative identity ~Religious (through
disorder) and religious exorcism).

(spirit possession).

She exhibited cenesthetic
hallucinations, delusions

of influence, grandiose and
religious delusions (telepathic
communication with Jesus Christ
and Lucifer). Medical practitioners
determined that she did not
meet the diagnostic criteria fora
dissociative disorder. She sought
out priests and exorcists in the
hope that they would support her
mission of redeeming demons.

Religious (through
exorcism).

Religious (spirit
possession).

She suffered from auditory
hallucinations (after consuming
hard drugs she began to hear
voices of people she knew, which
comforted her). From these
hallucinatory experiences, she

Religious (through
exorcism).

Religious (spirit

clairvoyant abilities. She also heard )
possession).

positive voices from deceased
friends who claimed to be the
devil, and she wanted to get rid of
them. She did not have dissociative
symptoms with distinct identities,
nor did she meet the diagnostic
criteria for dissociative disorders.

analysis was carried out,
identifying that the episode
might have been due to her
breakup with her partner. Her
progress was good, without
resorting to pharmacological
treatment.

Possession was a culturally
accepted “conscious” choice
for her suffering. Efforts were
made to encourage both the
family and the girl to return
for treatment; however, they
never came back. Informally,
it was heard that they took
the girl to a traditional
healer, who believed she was
“faking.” In response, the in-
laws became more enraged
and abused her further.

A priest was called to perform
an exorcism on her. After the
ritual, she claimed that she
still felt the spirit within her.
There was a slight perception
of improvement and well-
being, but the clinical course
remains unknown.

No clinical progression of the
case was reported.

She opted for an exorcism,
through which she managed
to soothe the distressed
voices. However, according
to her, this exorcism also
allowed Lucifer to enter.
She found companionship
in Lucifer, who helped

her control her negative
impulses. She decided to
stop the exorcisms because
the priest did not support or
validate her clairvoyance.
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Source Case Sex Age

Background

Symptoms

Diagnosis

Treatment

Result

Pietkiewicz et al.

His parents divorced because his
father was an alcoholic, a drug
addict, and also violent. He reported
unwanted sexual experiences with
his grandmother and cousin when
he was ten years old. He abused
marijuana from the age of fifteen
and was convicted of driving under
the influence of drugs. He attempted
suicide twice. At age 22, he was
diagnosed with schizophrenia and
hospitalized three times. His mother
justified his paranoia and attacks
with demonic possession, introduced
him to the field of exorcism rituals,
and made him participate in other
liberation rituals.

His parents divorced when he was
young, they abused alcohol and

his mother was also physically
violent. He abused marijuana and
methamphetamine from the ages

of fifteen to twenty-three. He

was hospitalized several times for
assaulting strangers and using illegal
substances. He was diagnosed with
schizophrenia. When his mother
died, he had trouble with daily
functioning and after a suicide
attempt, he was admitted to a social
care home three years before the
interview. Before his mother passed
away, she took him to exorcists, who
restrained him with leather straps.
As he had been diagnosed with
schizophrenia, the voices continued
despite pharmacotherapy. He refused
to accept the medical diagnosis

of schizophrenia and attributed
everything to his demonic possession.
The parents divorced due to
alcoholism issues and certain
instances of physical abuse by the
father. She had no intimate sexual
relationships with others and was
involved with youth religious groups
since childhood. She reported
difficulties with trust, establishing,
and maintaining friendships. There
was a predominance of emotional
instability, low self-esteem, and
feelings of rejection. At the age of
fourteen, she consulted exorcists
and underwent several individual
exorcisms. She doubted that she was
possessed, believing that her faith
meant she could not be possessed by
the devil.

She was involved in youth religious
groups from childhood, although she
had limited social contacts (she only
maintains friendship online with three
friends). She was convinced that she
made a pact with the devil at the age
of sixteen in exchange for saving a
friend from excessive masturbation.
Members of her community showed
interest and concern for her state of
possession and prayed for her. She
never received psychiatric treatment
or psychotherapy. She was referred
to a psychiatry unit for the first time
following the advice of a Catholic
exorcist priest. The woman claimed
to be willing and motivated to receive
psychological help.

She rarely participated in religious
practices, and if she did, it was under
pressure from her parents. At the age
of fourteen, she was diagnosed with
multiple sclerosis and subsequently
treated with steroids. The report
mentioned problems controlling
anger towards her mother, conflicts
with a neglectful and absent father,
difficulties calming down, lack of
friendships, and a history of two
suicide attempts. She was worried
about her future and the limitations
associated with her illness. She
participated in some exorcism rituals

When he experimented with
different drugs, he began to

have auditory hallucinations
accompanied by strange physical
sensations. The voices he heard
insulted him and challenged

him to be more “assertive’, to

be bolder and more arrogant.

He had delusions of possession,
reference, persecution, and
grandeur. He exhibited confused
and disorganized thoughts along
with cenesthetic hallucinations.
According to the psychiatric report,
he did not meet the criteria fora
dissociative identity disorder.

He denied having hallucinations.
He felt compelled to make strange
gestures or movements. He felt
that everyone was watching and
ridiculing him and even perceived
those physical objects or animals
were hostile towards him. He
avoided people, became vulgar,

and was violent. He had issues with (personality disorder).

impulse and emotional regulation.
He did not have post-traumatic
stress disorder, amnesia, or
symptoms of dissociative identity
disorder.

Presence of motor attacks or crises
with no epileptic origin, difficulty
in receiving Holy Communion,
disturbing religious dreams,

and anger towards priests. She
was convinced that she had
“mediumistic” powers.

She had experiences of intense
pain during religious rituals
(essentially the sacraments and
especially during confession).
She suffered from amnesia when
sending offensive text messages
to her friends. A depressive
mood prevailed, feeling empty,
with outbursts of anger, suicidal
thoughts, and episodes of intense
physical and verbal aggression.

Religious (spirit
possession).

Religious (spirit
possession)
and psychiatric

Religious (spirit
possession)

and psychiatric
(dissociative identity
disorder).

Religious (spirit
possession)

and psychiatric
(dissociative identity
disorder).

Religious (spirit
possession)

and psychiatric
(dissociative identity
disorder).

By participating in these
rituals, he accepted the
supernatural and religious
interpretations, which
reportedly allowed him

to better understand

his symptoms. There is

no information on the
subsequent course of the
case.

Religious (through
exorcism).

The exorcists became sources
of support for him. However,
since he entered the social
assistance shelter, he only
attended deliverance prayers
by phone. No information
was reported on the progress
of the case.

Religious (through
exorcism).

A mentor from her youth
group took her to the
exorcism ritual because
the medical treatment for
her non-epileptic attacks
was ineffective. There is
no information on the
subsequent course of the
case.

Religious (through
exorcism).

The report does
not indicate any
treatment or
intervention.

The report does not contain
the clinical progress of the
case.

The report does
not indicate any
treatment or
intervention.

The report does not contain
the clinical progress of the
case.

(2021a) o
z:zigtzkliae)wiczetal. 42 M 30
:wzi(e)tzkli:)wiczetal. 43 F 19
oy
oy e
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INTERDISCIPLINARY REVIEW OF DEMONIC POSSESSION

Source Case Sex Age

Background Symptoms

Diagnosis

Treatment Result

Pietkiewicz et al.

(2021b) eorz
g;;l;i;)wicz etal. 47 F 26
z)zigtzklis)wicz etal. 48 - 27
z:;;;l;i;)wicz etal. 49 M 29
Pietkiewicz et al. 50 F 37

(2021b)

She lived with her mother and
grandparents. The grandparents
were extremely religious. Her
parents divorced due to her
father's alcoholism and physical
abuse. She never had a romantic
relationship, intimate sexual
contacts with others, or close
friends. She rejected the idea that
she was possessed and claimed
to have undergone individual
exorcisms for the sake of her
mother. Her thoughts were focused
on her mother's well-being and
on pleasing her, not on what she
herself believed.

Presence of total or partial amnesia
for certain actions that evoked
feelings of shame, guilt, and fear
of losing control. She suffered
from anger attacks, problems

with emotional self-regulation. A
depressive mood prevailed.

Her parents support her financially,

but she reports conflicts with her

father, as he used to physically Irritable behaviors, high irritability,
abuse her. She has never beenin  outbursts, and anger attacks were

a relationship nor had intimate identified. She also tended to
contacts, and she has a limited scream and break objects during
social group. Involved in religious  the crises of supposed possession.
activities, she participated When attempts were made to

in church youth groups since calm her, she lacked physical and
childhood. She underwent emotional reaction. She exhibited
individual exorcisms for three sleep disturbances.

years, but these did not resolve her
emotional issues.

She reported conflicts with her
father, who abused alcohol and was
violent. She identified as a lesbian
but without sexual contacts; she
ended the relationship with her
girlfriend because it conflicted
with her religious beliefs. She

was involved in church activities,
prayer groups, and had some
friends from these communities.
She participated in liberation
rituals for eight months. Exorcisms
were recommended for her due to
demonic influence attributed to
the music she listened to, her way
of dressing, and her interest in the
occult.

Intense anger towards members of
the religious community, offensive
text messages to her confessor, and
returning the Holy Communion;

she exhibits behaviors covered by
amnesia. Self-aggressive intrusive
thoughts, difficulties falling asleep,
nightmares, and irritability.

He engaged in religious practices.

He broke up with his partner when

his confessor justified his problems

on the grounds that he was inan Irritability and tremors during
extramarital relationship. He was  group prayers or liberation rituals.
diagnosed with an autoimmune She had similar reactions when
disease and had previously sought she believed people were trying
counseling for a few months. He  to belittle her, which could lead to
saw an exorcist for six months, screaming, breaking things, and
convinced that his neighbors self-harming (slapping herself,
were cursing him and that he was  cutting, and saying she hated
under the influence of spirits. He  herself).

was convinced that his somatic

symptoms worsened during

conversations with the priest.

Her ex-husband was violent and

unfaithful, and now she is pregnant

by her current partner. She has

been visiting a psychiatrist for 15

years for anxiety and depression  He had relationship issues and

and has made three suicide mood imbalances, with a certain
attempts (at ages 13,16, and 34),  predominance of depressive

avoids close relationships, and episodes accompanied by high
reports conflicts with her parents  anxiety. He developed intrusive
especially with her father who thoughts and urges for self-harm.
was an alcoholic and violent. He believes that spirits caused

She participated in deliverance his mother's neurological illness,
ministries for three years during  his own suicide attempt, the car
which she had seizures, cried a accident he was involved in, and his
lot, and became unresponsive. parents' conflicts.

She was referred to an exorcist
after becoming self-harming and
exhibiting laughter and crying
during deliverance rituals

Religious (spirit
possession).

Religious (spirit
possession)

and psychiatric
(dissociative Identity
disorder).

Religious (spirit
possession)

and psychiatric
(dissociative identity
disorder).

Religious (spirit
possession)

and psychiatric
(dissociative identity
disorder).

Religious (spirit
possession)

and psychiatric
(dissociative identity
disorder).

The report does
not indicate any
treatment or
intervention.

The report does not contain
the clinical progress of the
case.

The priest attempted to
renegotiate the meaning of
her symptoms, helping her
to become convinced that
she was suffering from a
kind of spiritual oppression
(as if it were a lesser degree
of possession), where there
were spirits representing
her emotions. This was
done as a therapeutic
metaphor that allowed her,
in part, to externalize her
emotional conflicts. There
is no information on the
subsequent course of the
case.

Religious (through
exorcism).

The report does
not indicate any
treatment or
intervention.

The report does not contain
the clinical progress of the
case.

The report does not contain
the clinical progress of the
case.

Religious (through
exorcism).

The report does
not indicate any
treatment or
intervention.

The report does not contain
the clinical progress of the
case.
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INTERDISCIPLINARY REVIEW OF DEMONIC POSSESSION

Escola-Gascon, Ovalle, & Matthews

Source

Case Sex Age

Background

Symptoms

Diagnosis

Treatment

Result

Exline et al.

(2021)

Pietkiewicz et al.

(2022)

52

F

42

She and her husband frequently

attended a charismatic church.
She took an intensive course at
her church on spiritual warfare

and emotional healing, where she

also identified evil spirits that

could influence people. She was

part of the prayer team and had

experiences giving and receiving
prayers for healing and liberation.
Her husband suggested she came
to therapy because of her mood.

She came from a very religious
family. No one in her family was

undergoing psychiatric treatment.
Her relationship with her maternal

grandfather was good, and he

brought her closer to religion. Her
behavioral problems began when
he died. She learned in her youth
camps that the unusual behavior
of group members was attributed

to possession; this sparked her

interest and was the first time she
exhibited disruptive behavior. Since

then, in religious contexts, she

regularly experienced episodes of
anger, convulsions, and episodes of
derealization. The exorcisms began

when she was 15 years old

She believed she had thoughts

of malevolent influence. She was

frightened that the devil might

Religious (spirit

deceive her into straying from God's possession) and
path. She began to have obsessions psychological

with demonic influences in other

people. She had fantasies about

sneaking away or running away at

night.

She experienced auditory

hallucinations and attributed them
to supernatural thoughts. She said

that individuals who believed in

(psychological
distress).

God might understand the spiritual Religious (spirit
dimension of such phenomena. The possession)
priests told her she was “possessed.”and psychiatric

She attributed all her behaviors
to this assertion by the priests,

which is why she was reluctant to
give up exorcisms and to consider

alternative explanations for her
aggressive and sexual impulses.

(dissociative identity
disorder).

Psychiatric
(pharmacological
treatment).

Religious (through
exorcism).

The report does not contain
the clinical progress of the
case.

Over time, she felt
disappointed because the
priests had lost interest in
her case and stopped the
exorcisms. She broke off her
contacts with religious groups
and moved to another city.
She completely changed her
environment, including her
social circle. Her convulsions
and feelings of derealization
disappeared.
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To write this paper, | have to admit a certain depen-
dence on a controversial book by George Hansen, The
Trickster and the Paranormal (Hansen, 2001). Occasion-
ally Hansen himself seems evidently prone to Trickster
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The Dark Spirit of the Trickster
Archetype in Parapsychology

HIGHLIGHTS

All scientists, and notably those working in frontier areas, must be vigilant to protect
against over-interpretations and mis-interpretations of research results even when
these are not outrightly ambiguous.

ABSTRACT

In this paper, the phenomenology of the Trickster (its ‘darker’ side) is explored. The
archetypal Trickster is shown to manifest as psychosociological aberrations and bizarre
physical effects often associated with unique individuals during certain emotionally
charged states. Though the Trickster and its many variants have mythological roots, the
modern-day equivalent (free, for example, from anthropomorphization) can be seen as
an activated psychological proneness to err in thinking when a liminal phase is entered
into—that borderland between doubt and certainty. Mainstream academia considers
the field of parapsychology to be controversial—it is marginalized because the phenom-
ena it studies (the paranormal) is mostly illusive, usually weak even when proved to be
statistically anomalous, and the psi process itself has not been theoretically explained.
This state of affairs propagates uncertainty which can trigger ‘tricksterish’ (spurious)
interpretations of parapsychological data and findings: Long-term experimenter psi and
chronological decline effects are cases in point. Due caution and bias-free analysis of
the data and findings may help ameliorate, perhaps even dissolve, the problem of the
Trickster.

KEYWORDS

Archetypes, meta-analysis, paranormal, parapsychology, psi, synchronicity, Trickster.

phenomenology, but his general message is nonetheless
sobering and should make parapsychologists think hard
about their positions in the field, no matter how en-
trenched and safe they think they might be inside or out-
side academia. Likely as not, that ‘entrenchment’ and ap-
parent safety might underlie a naive system of belief set

JOURNAL OF SCIENTIFIC EXPLORATION » VOL. 37, NO 4 - WINTER2023 7 665

[



THE TRICKSTER ARCHETYPE

up by the parapsychologist to help create a false sense
of security.! Ultimately, parapsychologists can find them-
selves marginalized, which is one of the main issues Han-
sen deals with in his book. However, this paper aims not
to explore those issues (at least, not entirely); of greater
interest is finding out how the Trickster archetype relates
to a range of effects, not necessarily paranormal.

The Trickster is only one of many archetypes. Jung
(1952/1969, para. 841, 847) described archetypes as
nodal points or structural components of the so-called
collective unconscious (deep in the mind) that govern or
influence our “patterns of behavior” (para. 841). In oth-
er words, archetypes play a pivotal role in how we think,
feel, and act (see also Haule, 2011, for neuropsychological
parallels and justification for the construct). These effects
are most often psychological but may also be parapsy-
chological, as observed by Jung (1952/1969) in his syn-
chronicity theory. It may help to conceive of archetypes
in a similar way instincts are understood. The archetype
functions (metaphorically) like a blueprint that is not
evident in the building per se, but must be presumed to
exist. Since these archetypal effects often occur outside
our conscious control, they can give the impression that
something other is responsible.

While | will state that it is likely some of these Trick-
ster effects may be examples of synchronicity—an acasual
connecting principle (defined shortly)—other tricksterish
effects are not paranormal per se, but may include spuri-
ous research findings in parapsychology, which puts an
even bigger burden on the parapsychologist’s shoulders.
As | hope to show, readily identifying signs of tricksterish
elements in psi research can help us avoid the pitfalls of
the Trickster archetype.

Hansen (2001) describes the Trickster as a personi-
fication of a “collection of abstract properties that tend
to occur together,” such as “disruption, deception, ... psi
phenomena, and marginality” (p. 427). Further details can
be found in Jung (1959/1968, para. 456-488). The Trick-
ster is a personality of “no fixed shape, form or image”
(p. 427), but ‘he’ seems more than a personality, and a
changeable, fickle one at that (cf. Hermes/Mercury, Pan,
and Loki for Western mythological equivalents).? Outwit-
ting the gods of the various pantheons for his own sake
(sometimes just to make a point), or for the sake of hu-
mankind, he (or it) is best described as a process and is
activated (i.e., the archetypal qualities that it embodies
are constellated psychologically) when a liminal phase
is entered into. This liminal phase or condition can lead
the individual, or a social group, to acts of subversion
or deconstruction of binary (i.e., oppositional) systems
whereby “there is a reversal of the positions of privilege
or a blurring or collapse of the line dividing the pair [of

7
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opposites]” (p. 62). Such opposites include God/Human,
Heaven/Earth, Male/Female, Life/Death, rational/irratio-
nal, normal/paranormal, and so on. For example, rational
behavior may become irrational, and even the normal
physical rules we rely on can be overturned.

The Trickster, then, is activated under circumstances
where conventional, privileged structures are criticized,
threatened, or indeed attacked and subverted.? These
criticisms can be seen as ‘liminal’ or as the embodiment
of ‘liminal phases’. Thereby, the Trickster challenges
the rationalistic assumptions uncritically laid down and
maintained by our institutions. These conventional struc-
tures are embodied in academia—specifically our univer-
sities and other public institutions, including our politi-
cal and bureaucratic structures, corporate and business
enterprises, and orthodox religions (and let us not forget
the media, who are never impartial when it comes to con-
troversy). Ironically, we also see situations in our institu-
tions where the Trickster is successful in overthrowing
convention and takes root in the form of, say, new policy,
and consequences such as reduced status, relationship or
career failure, etc., can threaten those who fail or refuse
to adopt the new perspective.

The Trickster can take a more subtle guise. There is
the Trickster of misinformation or misunderstanding (or
even self-deception) about the nature of things, as is
propounded by amateur and professional paranormal re-
searchers who mistake one thing for another or are too
easily swayed by half-truths or insufficiently developed
theories and models (the same argument can be extend-
ed to conspiratorial ideation, which is not to undermine
the truth-seeking objectives of its claimants). Yet for all
that, the result can be an increased consciousness, pro-
vided one is open to being wrong. We also have the Trick-
ster of serendipity (accidentally finding something of use
while looking for something else), which can be mistaken
for synchronicity.

Then there is the Trickster of the anti-hero, who al-
ways lands on his feet and succeeds in spite of his bum-
bling (e.g., Maxwell Smart in the TV show of the same
name, and Inspector Clouseau of the Pink Panther films;
see also Cambray, 2009). There are so many Trickster
types, it is almost impossible to keep track of them all
(e.g., ‘Q" in the TV Sci-Fi series Star Trek: The Next Gen-
eration, whose role is to mislead for higher, but often
self-serving purposes). Of course, all these types are ide-
alized versions to better illustrate the concept, but we
can sometimes spot tricksterish activity before our very
eyes, and even get caught up init. And just as it is possible
to be a saint one day and a sinner the next, tricksterish
manifestations come and go, and it is that elusive unpre-
dictability that catches the individual unprepared.
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What does the Trickster have to do with the para-
normal? The simple answer is the paranormal too easily
threatens conventional privileged structures. While delv-
ing into the study of psi and the supernatural, or having
a passing interest in it, does not mean one need fear ac-
tivation of the Trickster archetype in oneself, one may be
a victim of the activated Trickster in someone or some-
thing else. For example, some Trickster individuals (e.g.,
James Randi), Trickster institutions (e.g., the Committee
for Skeptical Inquiry), and Trickster publications (e.g.,
Skeptical Inquirer), feel compelled to debunk all manner
of paranormal claims without serious investigation, or
(what is worse) even bring to a close, by devious prac-
tices, parapsychological research programs in university
labs or units, and cause trouble for the members of those
labs or units (for examples, see Thalbourne, 1995). These,
| feel, are the parapsychologist’s real threats—not so
much activation of the archetype from within.

Historically, the supernatural, and therefore the
paranormal, emerged and evolved alongside the hege-
monic tradition of the various privileged structures, and
since the paranormal is anything but normal, it is immedi-
ate fodder for mainstream attack, persecution, and ostra-
cization, as just described. Jung (1959/1968) was strong-
ly aware of these negative tricksterish forces (para. 457,
469) and their sociological impact—hence, his hesitancy
to introduce synchronicity formally to the world, as in-
dicated in his Foreword to his Synchronicity essay (Jung,
1952/1969, para. 816), publication of which was delayed
by 20 years because of the negative reception he feared
for his theory.

Most people who have read even a little history are
aware of ‘dichotomous’ or dualistic schemas (even preju-
dices) that are age-old, and part of the human condition.
The gender divide and the Reformation are classic exam-
ples, the repercussions of which have echoed down the
proverbial corridors of time and are still with us. Hansen
(2001) gets more concrete when he takes other exam-
ples from the real world. For example, in the world of the
paranormal, the Trickster is activated in the relationship
between UFO sightings and psychic ability—a relation-
ship noted earlier by journalists (e.g., Keel, 1978) and
researchers (e.g., Basterfield, 2001; Basterfield & Thal-
bourne, 2002). This relationship is not coincidental, but
destined nonetheless to activate the Trickster quality of
marginalization. The likely consequences? Public ridicule
by the media; loss of vocation, ostracization by friends,
family, and loved ones; and even early death.

Patterns of events like these occur over and over
again, and they seem to have beleaguered parapsycholo-
gists since the late 1800s. Hansen (2001) points out that
the Trickster is also constellated as a result of attempts
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to institutionalize parapsychology and psychical research
because organizing the paranormal is antithetical to the
Trickster. Hansen gives examples to show how success
in parapsychology, in the form of establishing laborato-
ries, research output, and journal circulation, is generally
short-lived (other researchers have commented on this
problem—(Schlitz, 2001; White; 1994). Even successful
runs of psi experiments are destined to meet with de-
ceptive Trickster phenomenology in the form of real and
apparent experimenter effects, decline effects, and other
biases that make psi elusive and ‘mercurial’ (i.e., trick-
sterish)! But even these so-called effects could be trick-
sterish nonsense. For the rest of this paper, | will focus on
these phenomena and show how they may be physically
real but can also be mere phantoms, in both cases gen-
erated by the Trickster archetype, especially its darker
side. As | will seek to demonstrate in this paper, | believe
the Trickster can be foiled, and though it cannot be torn
asunder from the human psyche, it loses traction when
we become more vigilant and aware of our biases.

The Trickster in the Laboratory

There is one place where the Trickster is unwel-
come—the laboratory. The Trickster constellates during
specific moments when events and outcomes hang in the
balance—these moments mark the critical phase of an
experiment when probabilities of outcomes shift so that
unlikely and unwelcome results (e.g., accidents) may be
likely. Notably, these may be as rare as we expect them to
be, thus evoking chance as a causal factor, but that does
not necessarily lead to a satisfactory solution; especially
at the stage when data and patterns in the data are to be
interpreted. Jung (1959/1968) warns of the types of “ac-
cident”, “gaffe”, “slip”, or “faux pas” that can thwart one’s
will and one’s actions which are naively “chalked up as de-
fects of the conscious personality” (para. 469). Jung wants
it understood that the Trickster is like a personality in its
own right working behind the conscious personality, and
these ‘defects of the conscious personality’ themselves
can open the door to trickster phenomenology.

There are well-known incidents where this prob-
lem has been demonstrated. Nobel Prize winning phys-
icist Wolfgang Pauli is a case in point. As the story goes,
Pauli had such a unique but destructive psyche that ex-
perimental physicist Otto Stern banned Pauli from his
Hamburg laboratory. There were other occasions at the
physics laboratory in the University of Gottingen, Germa-
ny (an expensive measuring device stopped working), and
likewise at Princeton University, New Jersey (a particle
accelerator sustained serious fire damage). Pauli seems to
have had an affinity with fire and the damage it can cause.
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His peers even coined the term ‘Pauli Effect’—jokingly, a
second Pauli ‘Exclusion Principle’,* According to which, “a
functioning device and Wolfgang Pauli may not occupy
the same room” (Burri, 2005).

The Pauli Effect, which is markedly synchronistic in
nature, may have been exacerbated by the fact that Pauli
drank to excess, and he was noted for his irritability when
giving seminars—his students dubbed him the ‘scourge of
God’ and ‘the terrible Pauli’ (Peat, 2008). Synchronistical-
ly, the breakages in the laboratory are mere physical cor-
relates (accidental parallels) of Pauli’s fractured mental
state. Jung (1951/1969, para. 984) defines and describes
synchronicity in the following ways:

1. The coincidence of a psychic state in the ob-
server with a simultaneous, objective, external
event that corresponds to the psychic state or
content ..., where there is no evidence of caus-
al connection between the psychic state and the
external event, and where, considering the psy-
chic relativity of space and time, such a connec-
tion is not even conceivable.

2. The coincidence of a psychic state with a cor-
responding (more or less simultaneous) external
event taking place outside the observer’s field of
perception, i.e., at a distance and only verifiable
afterward.

3. The coincidence of a psychic state with a
corresponding, not yet existent future event that
is distant in time and can likewise only be veri-
fied afterward.

Jung adds that an archetype usually underpins syn-
chronicity. C. A. Meier (2001) relates a synchronistic
event involving inner and outer fire which took place out-
side the Café Odeon in Zurich where Pauli was seated,
“pondering over his inferior function (feeling-color red)”

(p. xviii):

There was a large, unoccupied car parked out-
side the café. [Pauli] could not take his eyes off
it, and then it suddenly caught fire and burst into
flames. (p. xviii)

This example gives further evidence of the psycho-
logical (inner) link of the experient to the physical (out-
er) event without the need to assume the link is causal,
which is to say, Pauli did not cause the car to catch fire—
that can be explained in any number of normal ways. In
fact, relatively speaking, acausality per se is not the mys-
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tery; the real mystery is how Pauli managed to get him-
self into these situations. Perhaps seeking an answer, it is
worth noting that Pauli entered into therapy with Jungian
analyst Marie-Louise von Franz whose toils with him have
been made public (Gieser, 2005).

But what does the Trickster have to do with Pauli?
Does it mean Pauli played tricks on people? No, of course
not. At least, not out-rightly and certainly not conscious-
ly—when it comes to the slippery concept of the paranor-
mal, we never really learn the source of the mischief (for
want of a better term), even if we have our suspicions.
Notwithstanding the fact that even scientific equipment
can fail, and quite dramatically, and there is the possi-
bility of incompetence on the part of Pauli’s peers who
might have been looking for a scapegoat to cover their
own ineptitude, the Pauli Effect might still be referred to
by some as Pauli’s psi. But ‘psi’ could be a misnomer—
as was the case with Ted Owens (the PK Man). Mishlove
(2000) was never sure that chance could not account for
some of the seemingly paranormal feats attributed to
Owens. In the real world, though we may convincingly
rule out causal connections, we still do not know how to
rule out chance factors. For example, mechanical devic-
es and equipment can also fail of their own accord, and
since the phenomena are rare and surprising and seem
to happen in the presence of certain people, our interest
and attention should, by rights, switch to those persons
rather than the phenomena (see Braude, 2007, pp. 148-
149). As already noted, acausality per se then becomes
less of a mystery compared to the greater mystery of how
it is that Pauli managed to get himself into these situa-
tions. In the laboratory, we must note that Pauli was not
welcomed as an experimenter or collaborator; quite the
opposite—he was uninvited, a persona non grata—which
speaks volumes.

Any experimenter can be a ‘Pauli-type’, though most
would say they were just ‘having a bad day’ (such phe-
nomena are referred to elsewhere as “experimental mis-
carriages”, and can include “various accidents such as
equipment failure, procedural error, inappropriate ran-
domizations, etc.”—Kennedy & Taddonio, 1976, p. 10). Of
course, the Pauli-type in reverse is also possible, resulting
in positive outcomes. Though nobody really knows if it is
psi, whose it is, and whose is the strongest (the experi-
menter’s or the participant’s), psi from the experimenter
has come to be known as the ‘psi experimenter effect,
and many parapsychologists make hypotheses about it,
they discuss it, they argue about it, and they even expect
it (more on that later).

Given these few points, let us now consider the
Trickster in slightly more positive aspect (some might
say ‘Trickster in reverse’)—an arguably favorable effect.
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In another synchronistic case, we have tricksterish phe-
nomena at play in Jung’s (1952/1969, para. 872-915) re-
search into astrology. Jung conducted a series of stud-
ies in the 1940s as an attempt to test his theory of an
underlying meaningfulness that would connect causally
unrelated events. Jung was trying to establish empirical
(statistical) evidence of a “psychic equation” between ex-
ternal events (astrological aspect) and inner experience
(choice of marriage partner). Results suggested the pres-
ence of synchronicity in the form of three Lunar aspects
of special interest to Jung (i.e., Moon/Sun, Moon/Moon,
and Moon/Ascendant), each of which appeared in three
respective subsets of data (para. 902), formed seemingly
randomly “just as the post brought them in” (para. 873).
The corrected statistics calculated on the pooled data
were first regarded by Jung as “inconclusive” (1951/1969,
para. 989), but not to “a degree which one could have de-
scribed as probable” (1952/1969, para. 906), meaning the
results were too improbable to be attributable to chance
alone. Oddly, he still referred to “the chance nature of the
result” (para. 909). The upshot of the whole effort is that
Jung first found something, then he wasn’t sure, then he
was, then he wasn't!

The story, however, does not end there. Of particular
relevance, synchronistically speaking, are three smaller
experiments that Jung himself instigated. Three experi-
menter-subjects were instructed to select sub-samples
randomly from the larger sample of natal charts used in
the main analysis. The type of conjunction that appeared
more often than any other in each sub-sample exactly de-
scribed the psychological profile of each of the relevant
subjects who selected that sub-sample:

1. The first subject was “in a state of intense
emotional excitement.” Mars is the “emotional”
planet, and the sub-sample was dominated by
Mars aspects (para. 897).

2. The second subject was a female patient
“whose main problem was to realize and assert
her personality in the face of her self-suppres-
sive tendencies.” Her sub-sample featured the
ascendant-Moon conjunction, which has a pas-
sive (suppressed) influence in the chart (para.
898).

3. The third subject was a woman “with strong
inner opposition whose union and reconciliation
constituted her main problem” (para. 899). Sun-
Moon conjunctions dominated her selection,
symbolizing the union of opposites.
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Statistically, the results were not considered signif-
icant, but the variances in the data, which indicated the
featured conjunctions of each sub-sample, corresponded
with the psychic state of the subject. Serendipitously,
Jung had found a variant of what he was looking for—sug-
gestive evidence of meaningful coincidence, not once, but
three times.

Seemingly in denial, Jung later made this unwarranted
remark to a friend: “what an excellent joke was made with
the use of astrological statistics; people have even thought
| wanted to prove something in favor of astrology. It is
hardly worthwhile to deal with all this pack of nonsense” (].
Kirsch, 1972, as cited in Progoff, 1973, p. 137). In truth, Jung
was seeking a proof of sorts for meaningful coincidence as
an astrological effect (1952/1969, para. 867). As a side issue,
he refers to the three above-listed effects as synchronistic
demonstrations of the “secret, mutual connivance” (para.
905) and definitely claimed his co-workers’ psyches were
connected to the physical material (natal charts) by way
of their apparently random selections that demarcated
outcomes as nothing other than meaningful coincidence.
While those ‘selection biases’ were not categorical proofs
of astrology, it can be conjectured that the human psyche
was involved in the synchronistic process.

A similar case of serendipity occurred in Christopher
Moreman’s (2003) fabrication of a so-called cross-
correspondence effect.’ Using pseudo-scripts (randomly
selected portions of text from 15 randomly selected library
books) and pseudo-mediums, he showed how very easy
it is for investigators to concur that similar (meaningful)
patterns can present across unrelated texts from different
books. Parapsychologists and statisticians might wish to
muse over the implications of Moreman’s finding, but |
also make the point that in the very same study, Moreman
spotted a “surprising coincidence” One of his randomly
sampled texts was by Rudyard Kipling, whose sister
Alice Kipling Fleming (as ‘Mrs. Holland’) was a medium
involved in the original cross-correspondences work.
Moreman was prompted to note “how often strikingly
meaningful coincidences actually occur” (p. 232). While
Moreman shows how cross-correspondences can be
fabricated and, therefore, can be meaningless, the irony
and meaningfulness of the Kipling correspondence did not
escape Moreman.

These trains of events are Trickster phenomenology
at its most surprising, or even frustrating, if one wants to
view it that way, as most people will see that these timely
interferences get in the way of the so-called objectivity
of science. Speaking of Jung’s study, Progoff (1973) even
noted that Jung thought there was some “trickster element
at work” (p. 137). Slightly appropriate in this instance,
it is interesting to note how Jung describes the Trickster
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in a person’s behavior whereby the person “manages to
achieve through his [sic] stupidity what others fail to
accomplish with their best efforts” (para. 456). But | am
certainly not insinuating incompetence on Jung’s part
(only impatience, as he freely admits) or implying it is a
characteristic of anyone working in fringe or mainstream
science. And we have to take note of the second part of the
quote—that our best intentions can still result in failure
or misunderstanding. | will not elaborate on these aspects
here—more importantly, the point | want to convey is that
the Trickster plays out in a process that ‘turns the tables’
on us (as Jung and Moreman noted), and like all archetypes,
it concludes with a shortlist of possible outcomes, all of
which are predictable, and it is up to experimenters not
to allow themselves to be deceived (the usual outcome)
merely because they are swayed by what they perceive to
be insurmountable evidence (for or against) that may later
prove to be premature and/or not all that convincing upon
closer inspection.

Jung (1959/1968) notes that the Trickster would be
viewed with skepticism in a civilized society (for example,
Parker & Millar, 2014, wish to avoid the anthropomorphic
aspect the concept entails), but many of us would still
describe our slip-ups as “fate playing tricks” or “things
being bewitched” (para. 478) as if some outside entity was
at work. And if we upscale, and propose that the Trickster
might manifest in a more subtler guise, anything that
happens worldwide to large groups of researchers over
sustained periods of time might be naively viewed as good
science when it was merely tricksterish science all along.
That is a most important lesson to learn and highly relevant
to the rest of this paper.

Experimenter Psi and the Decline Effect

In this section, | will speak of two major problems
that are, to varying degrees, the bane of the psi experi-
menter’s existence—the experimenter psi effect and the
decline effect. These problems are not unique to para-
psychology, and they are not necessarily as bad as each
other—experimenters can expect to come across one or
both of these problems from time to time. Of course, ex-
perimenters will disagree with each other over which is
worse. The point of this section is not to settle that score,
but demonstrate the relevance of each problem to psi ex-
perimentation in the context of Trickster phenomenolo-
gy, and show how subtle and tricksterish elements can
be involved in the interpretation of experimental results.

The experimenter psi effect (a.k.a. ‘E-psi’) refers to
“unintentional psi which affects experimental outcomes
in ways that are directly related to the experimenter’s
needs, wishes, expectancies, or moods” (Kennedy & Tad-
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donio, 1976, p. 1; for a discussion of E-psi, see Palmer &
Millar, 2015, pp. 295-299). This definition is limited, as we
cannot rule out the experimenter’s intentional (i.e., delib-
erate) psi, implied in the fact that some experimenters/
investigators arguably try to “psychically influence their
results” (see Palmer & Millar, 2015, p. 296). Also, those
needs, etc., could be pro-psi or anti-psi. Either way, the
experimenter is likely to have more motivation than par-
ticipants, so the assumption of E-psi seems not only plau-
sible but seemingly confirmed in some instances. Howev-
er, this motivational bias does not mean E-Psi is always
present; nor should we assume any outcome from E-Psi
is necessarily in the direction favored. E-Psi is well docu-
mented but tends only to be discussed as a within-study
effect (Kennedy & Taddonio, 1976). Sometimes related
to E-Psi, is the so-called decline effect (DE), which is de-
fined as “the tendency for high scores in a test of psi to
decrease, either within a run, within a session, or over a
longer period of time” (Thalbourne, 2003, p. 27). The DE is
also well documented (Colborn, 2007; Rhine, 1969).

I must clarify my position on E-Psi and DEs. First, | am
sure E-Psi will always be a problem as long as there are
experimenters,’ although | only see it as a problem within
studies (if only because we cannot accurately determine
participants’ psi contributions let alone those of experi-
menters), but not so much a problem across studies (i.e.,
between studies). A solution to the problem of E-Psi is
unlikely, but it is likely that E-Psi across studies (i.e., be-
tween-studies E-Psi)—as can be shown in the meta-anal-
yses—is a pseudo-problem anyway.

Second, Thalbourne’s definition of DE indicates
there are two kinds of decline—‘within study’ and ‘be-
tween studies’? In this paper, my main focus is on the be-
tween-studies DE, which is a steady decline in psi across
studies conducted by a broad range of experimenters and
laboratories. My reasons for this focus will become ev-
ident throughout this paper, but basically, within-study
declines are mostly caused by boredom, lapses in inter-
est, and loss of motivation (I do not dispute these rea-
sons), whereas the between-studies DE requires more
sophisticated explanations such as improvements in
study quality over the years, or deliberate changes in ex-
perimental design (from simple and fun, to complex and
tedious) because theoretically oriented experimenters
want to understand the psi process rather than merely
prove psi’s existence. To varying degrees, Bierman (2001)
disputes both explanations for DE, as | do. | argue that if
there appears to be a between-studies DE, that decline
is more than likely an artifact. However, mistakenly ac-
cepting the DE artifact as a genuine effect (this happens,
and often) illustrates how Trickster phenomenology can
hold unwarranted sway over a community. | will make the
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same argument for E-Psi.
Types of Experimenter

Millar (2012) argued that “parapsychology’s elite are
themselves particularly endowed with psi ability: they
attribute scoring to subjects, in line with the psycholog-
ical tradition, while it actually comes from their own psi”
(p. 1). The ‘elite’ are the experimenters, and ‘subjects’ are
participants. Under the assumption that experimenter psi
(E-Psi) exists (albeit to varying degrees), there are only
two mutually exclusive ways it might manifest: Either
exactly as Millar proposes—Hypothesis 1 (H1): Experi-
menters cause all the psi and participants do not have any
psi—or Hypothesis 2 (H2): Experimenters can combine
their psi with their participants’ psi (this is the more con-
ventional view).? Whichever is the case, it is the custom
for psi researchers to seek support for the psi hypothesis
by finding a significant effect as psi-hitting, but E-Psi can
sometimes manifest as psi-missing, and intentionally so
(more on psi-missing later).

Having stated H1 and H2, | find | need to consider
both in the light of the “distinct groups” conceived by
Palmer and Millar (2015), who classify experimenters as
“Virtuoso” (one who “regularly produces clearly signif-
icant results”), “So-So” (“occasional significance”), and
“Psi Challenged”, a group who “(almost) never reports
significance” (p. 298).1° Parker and Millar (2014) argue
that there are some star experimenters or ‘Virtuosos’
(e.g., Helmut Schmidt, Rupert Sheldrake) who do well on
their own (i.e., they produce significant results when they
self-test), which explains why they produce significant
results in studies with participants (under the premise
that participants have no psi), whereas less-gifted (‘Psi
Challenged’) experimenters who do poorly on their own
prove unable to replicate Schmidt’s and Sheldrake’s re-
sults (‘So-So’ experimenters are somewhere in between).

To argue that virtuoso solo experimenters must bring
their psi to their experiments because they are virtuosos is
not a valid assumption, as it is based on inductive logic
(not straight-forward deduction). After all, | am not en-
titled to say there must be a black cat on my roof, and |
need not check, because looking through my windows, |
can see black cats on both my neighbors’ roofs. Granted,
there may be some ideal scenarios as outlined, but per-
haps ‘Virtuosos’ are merely good at encouraging psi in
their participants. ‘Psi Challenged’ experimenters, how-
ever, may discourage psi in their participants. It is also
possible that participants use psi to pick up the ‘vibe’ of
their assigned experimenter to give him/her what they
want. Despite the seemingly adequate measures to con-
trol such overt and covert psychological effects, some-
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thing like this may have occurred in the landmark study
by West and Fisk (1953), where West was notably psi-in-
hibitive, and Fisk was notably psi-conducive: West’s par-
ticipants produced chance results, but Fisk’s produced
psi-hitting (see also Wiseman & Schlitz, 1997). As Palm-
er noted: “each hypothesis can explain the results of the
other” (Palmer & Millar, p. 297).

We must also consider intention, which manifests in
the sheep-goat effect, as well as outcomes in systems of
divination, such as I Ching (Storm & Rock, 2014) and Tar-
ot (Blackmore, 1983). The unique divinatory outcomes (as
feedback) are pertinent (meaningful) as far as participants
are concerned (see Storm & Rock, 2014), but the best Mil-
lar would offer is that E-Psi is used to probe individual
minds to determine their beliefs and/or mental states,
and outcomes are E-psi-adjusted accordingly. But surely,
these are virtuoso performances of a capacity far beyond
Schmidt and Sheldrake. And because the effects are so
obviously synchronistic (not garden-variety psi)—that is,
outcomes are meaningful—the participant, as an individ-
ual, surely deserves all bragging rights if they produce a
significant effect. It is perhaps no surprise that common
sense prevailed, and Parker (not so much Millar) made a
concession, admitting that participants must have their
own agency: “if there are psychic experimenters then
there have to also be psychic participants” (Parker & Mil-
lar, p. 45). So, as a matter of convenience, the problem of
E-Psi invariably confines itself to the premise put forth in
H2 above, and we have to abandon the idea that experi-
menters can maintain E-Psi consistently and do it with or
without participants.

To add to the argument, Palmer and Millar (2015)
argue that the “influence of the experimenter” could be
found in a “large scale meta-analysis” (p. 298). While it
is arguable that the Palmer-and-Millar classifications are
transferable from solo-based to participant-based stud-
ies, we can agree that meta-analysis may tell us some-
thing more substantive about the limits of E-Psi. As it
happened, Parker and Millar (2014) had earlier pointed
out that the Ganzfeld meta-analytic results (in Storm,
Tressoldi, and Di Risio, 2010) are “relatively independent
of the experimenter” (p. 48; for other examples, see the
next subsection). Those results indicate that at least some
Ganzfeld psi (arguably most) must be coming from partic-
ipants. | note, however, that the ‘E-Psi isolation problem’
is born of the nature of psi itself as a hypothesized effect
that has virtually no limits—theorists can always concep-
tualize and re-conceptualize psi parameters to meet any
theoretical contingency, so we cannot exclude H1 abso-
lutely, but on parsimonious grounds, H2 is preferred.
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The Meta-Analyses: |. Experimenter Psi

Given H2, participants must be regarded as doing
most of the psi work, and must account for most of the
psi variance, but to a lesser extent E-Psi has variance of
its own, which is to say, it too has positive or negative
influence, but sometimes fails, and has no influence at all
(even Millar would agree about E-Psi variance given his
part in forming the above-listed classifications). | reach
this conclusion about participant-psi and the limited
role of E-Psi on empirical grounds: the meta-analyses |
have co-authored (Storm, Sherwood, et al., 2017; Storm
& Tressoldi, 2017; Storm et al., 2010, 2012) have found
no significant investigator/laboratory differences in the
following domains: free response,® ganzfeld,*? forced
choice, dream ESP,* and sheep-goat effect (SGE). | find
the same patterns in other researchers’ meta-analyses
dating back decades (NB: the following meta-analyses
were conducted on databases comprised of many dozens,
or scores, or even hundreds of studies):

e Ganzfeld: “.. the significance of the overall
effect is not dependent on one or two investiga-
tors” (Honorton, 1985, p. 61);

e Forced-Choice Precognition: “The effect
is clearly not due to a few major contributors”
(Honorton & Ferrari, 1989, p. 285);

e Dice Throwing: “the overall effect does not
appear to be due to a few exceptional investiga-
tors” (Radin & Ferrari, 1991, p. 68);

e Sheep-Goat Effect: “these data provide
strong evidence against the view that the results
... are attributable to a few ‘lucky’ major contrib-
utors” (Lawrence, 1993, p. 78);

e Free Response: “.. no significant difference
in effect size between studies with different
principal authors” (Milton, 1997, p . 289);

e  Extraversion/ESP Forced Choice: “.. the im-
pact of ESP/extraversion testing order is consis-
tent across investigators and is not attributable
to idiosyncratic research styles or other charac-
teristics of a single prolific investigator” (Honor-
ton, Ferrari, & Bem, 1998, pp. 264-266);

e  Extraversion/ESP Free Response: “the ESP/
extraversion relationship is consistent across in-
vestigators” (Honorton et al., 1998, p. 267);

e Direct Mental Interaction: “.. no significant
difference among the mean effect sizes obtained
in these labs [“San Antonio, Las Vegas, Edin-
burgh, and Freiburg”]” (Schmidt, Schneider, Utts,
& Walach, 2002, p. 12).
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Ignoring my own studies for the moment, the para-
psychological community had these facts about experi-
menters and laboratories before the end of the twentieth
century—i.e., quite some time ago.”” There appeared to be
no convincing evidence of long-term E-Psi, yet it seemed
that virtually no one noticed. We could argue that these
experimenters may mostly be psi-believers, and that is
why the meta-analyses produce significant overall ef-
fects, which also tend to cluster (hence, no experimenter/
lab difference), even though there may be a few psi-non-
believers conducting studies. In fact, one comparison
(Storm et al., 2012) included the very successful psi-be-
lieving experimenter Rupert Sheldrake who was highly
praised by Brian Millar (see Palmer & Millar, 2015), but
we see that he did not excel (was not an outlier) when
compared to other experimenters, and neither was the
skeptical experimenter Richard Wiseman an outlier in the
opposite (psi-missing) direction.

Most authors of the relevant meta-analytic stud-
ies seem rather casual (or quietly confident) and merely
reported their findings in a perfunctory way, and only a
couple downplayed the concern that had been generat-
ed by such critics as Akers (1987). For example, Honorton
and Ferrari (1989) made the point that Akers was wrong
in claiming that “successful parapsychological outcomes
are achieved by only a few investigators” (p. 285). Law-
rence (1993) also dismissed Akers’s remarks. Overall, to
maintain that between-studies E-Psi is a serious impedi-
ment to parapsychology is perhaps not the most produc-
tive attitude to hold—the meta-analysts should certainly
agree. Yet many parapsychologists still appear to be over-
ly concerned by E-Psi, and still express this concern (e.g.,
Hévelmann, 2015; Palmer & Millar, 2015; Parker & Millar,
2014). Irwin (2014), in his survey of members of the Para-
psychological Association, stated:

The possibility that parapsychological effects
on experimental psi data may stem from exper-
imenters themselves has been recognized for
nearly 30 years. Nevertheless, many contempo-
rary parapsychologists continue to be mindful of
our failure to resolve this dilemma and see it as
one of the major problems facing parapsycholo-

gy today. (p. 158)

Pertinent here is the earlier effort taken by Park-
er and Millar (2014) to identify the source of psi: They
profiled some key figures in parapsychology based on
psi-conducive style and manner that may have worked
favorably on participants to elicit their psi, at least as
much as E-Psi, if not more so. Other factors to be noted
included laboratory ambiance, motivational factors such
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as experimenter attitude, history effects over the dura-
tion of testing, prior experiences of success (and failure),
and what is even more revealing, the “morphing” effect
(an admitted “trickster effect” where the psi effect chang-
es its guise across time and situation; p. 48). Despite this
broad-based approach, they demonstrated that controls
and manipulations have never been good enough to iso-
late E-Psi.

While some academic curiosity concerning with-
in-study E-Psi may be warranted, parapsychologists
should perhaps entertain less tricksterish notions and not
be so dismayed by the pseudo-dilemma of between-stud-
ies E-Psi. Irwin (2014) noted that only one respondent
“seemed prepared to accept experimenter-psi effects as
intrinsic to the modus operandi of psi” (p. 159)—in the re-
spondent’s own words: “Experimenter effects are expected
if consciousness has nonlocal properties” (p. 159). We might
take that to mean most other respondents are still both-
ered by E-psi nearly two decades into the 21st century.
Of relevance, another respondent said there was “Not
enough consideration of the effects of ... the “Trickster ar-
chetype”“ (p. 155). Some degree of awareness might be all
we need—just enough to curb our concern and limit our
credulity. | must remind readers that the Trickster, as an
activated archetype, is a psychological proneness to err
in our thinking when a liminal phase is entered into—that
borderland between doubt and certainty—that provides
the trigger to err.

| suggest the Trickster archetype has been at play
over many decades, giving us one big paranormal head-
ache, but it has been found out. We cannot completely
bury the phenomenon; it is reasonable to expect it to turn
up in any given experiment. That is equally our problem;
E-Psi will not go away entirely, but its global effect across
studies looks more like a mere phantom than anything
else. All that aside, the time spent looking for E-Psi was
not wasted—parapsychologists found something worth
knowing, and if they can adopt appropriate levels of war-
ranted confidence and (not false) certainty commensurate
with that finding, they are one step further towards relin-
quishing the doubt that triggers the Trickster that sub-
sequently leads to the creation of spurious beliefs and
findings.

Where the Trickster still rears his ugly head is in the
insistence on E-Psi being a ubiquitous effect, occurring
both within studies and between studies. As usual, the
skeptics are our nemesis. Wiseman over-generalizes in
dismissing E-Psi as the “get out of a null effect free” card
(Wiseman, 2009, p. 37) when he should know that the
string of meta-analyses cited above yield no evidence of
between-studies E-Psi. At the very least, Wiseman should
change his argument and tell parapsychologists to con-
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fine their argument to within-studies E-Psi only, for Wise-
man knows from personal experience that within-study
E-Psi has been demonstrated (see Wiseman & Schlitz,
1997). Wiseman even managed to have his cake and eat it
too, having gainfully used the so-called “Wiseman exper-
imenter effect” (O’Neill, 2001, p. 5) to facilitate a non-sig-
nificant result (Wiseman, 2001). Reference to later failed
attempts to demonstrate E-Psi (as experimenter differ-
ences) only furthers my point (Parker & Millar, 2014).

Finally, Alcock (2003) says the psi-experimenter ef-
fect is really just “a lack of consistency, a lack of general
replicability” (pp. 38-39), so we can take his comments
as generally referring to within-study and between-stud-
ies E-Psi. Like Wiseman, Alcock is wrong on two counts:
(a) long-term consistency and replicability have been
demonstrated in the meta-analyses; and (b) only with-
in-study E-Psi exists (see West & Fisk, 1953; Wiseman &
Schlitz, 1997). This refinement on the limits of E-Psi is an
issue that will need more focus in the future.

The Decline Effect

The decline effect, generally speaking, is a complicat-
ed multi-factorial affair manifesting in many and varied
guises, depending on how the psi effects and the decline
effects themselves are defined and how they are tested
(for a review, see Colborn, 2007). Nevertheless, the com-
mon understanding is that psi goes into decline over a
given time period (Colborn, 2007; Kennedy, 2003). Rhine,
for example, said:

We destroy the phenomena in the very act of
trying to demonstrate them. Evidently, the tests
themselves get in the way of the abilities they
are designed to measure. (Rhine, 1947, p. 190)

However, Alcock (2003) and Wiseman (2009) both
argue that the psi-decline is just another excuse for fail-
ure to replicate. Like E-Psi, | find no conclusive evidence
for psi-decline in the long run (i.e., between studies),
though | allow for the possibility in the short term (i.e.,
within studies, including the natural attrition of recurrent
spontaneous psychokinesis; RSPK; see Roll et al., 2021, pp.
94-98). Colborn (2007, p. 2) refers to these two types of
decline as “chronological” and “episodic’, respectively. As
will be seen, the argument for declines is complicated by
issues to do with study quality, but my meta-analyses
tend not to show long-term declines—the distributions
are generally flat or even inclining in one instance (i.e.,
forced choice).’

Contributors to Wolman’s (1977) classic handbook
spent very little time discussing the decline effect—the
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word ‘decline’ is not even in Wolman’s Index—and fur-
thermore, although it was somewhat of a talking point
amongst Rhineans (Pratt et al., 1940/1966), that was only
in the context of within-study declines. Some have made
passing reference to the possibility of broad-ranging (but
still limited) declines (e.g., Beloff, 1994; Pratt, 1978). Like
the between-studies E-Psi, long-term (between-studies)
declines seem to have come to our attention in the 1980s
and 1990s via the meta-analytic literature but, like the
between-studies E-Psi, these meta-analyses gave us ear-
ly warning that the declines were probably aberrations.

While chronological declines can reasonably be ex-
pected (and explained) in single studies (e.g., for the psy-
chological reasons already given), the problem with de-
clines spanning many years or decades is that we need
some kind of historical or methodological change to ex-
plain it. After all, it could be argued that when we find
such declines, it possibly indicates improvements in study
quality over the years (i.e., psi effects are artifacts of poor
experimental design), and psi effects would diminish or
vanish with the flaws. As will be seen shortly, there is
no support for that hypothesis. The other possible rea-
son was given above—shifts in experimental designs to
complex and tedious tasks that demotivate participants
and thus lower psi responses (for the Ganzfeld anyway;
see Radin, 2006). Demotivation would not be the case
in earlier studies, but nobody has tested this claim, and
Bierman (2001) refutes its likelihood across a number of
paradigms anyway. Bem, Palmer, and Broughton (2001)
presented a similar argument for the Ganzfeld—devi-
ations from the standard protocol tended to result in
failure, but they did not stipulate what is inherent in the
deviations that inhibit psi (e.g., what is so offensive about
a musical target compared to a visual target?). Thus, we
never did find convincing explanations for these alleged
declines, yet continued to believe in them based on
well-meaning articles that highlighted the effects (Bier-
man, 2001; Colborn, 2007; Kennedy, 2003).

The Meta-Analyses: Il. Declines and Inclines

As it happens, the earlier meta-analyses (forced
choice [precognition only], free response, dice throwing)
give us some evidence to dispute the between studies
(chronological) DE in the form of an array of correlations
that are easily interpreted. In those same meta-analyses
from the 1980s and 1990s referred to above, we find that
methodological quality improves significantly over time
(using publication date as the time measure),” While ef-
fect sizes are constant'® over time (Honorton & Ferrari,
1989; Milton, 1997; Radin & Ferrari, 1991).

Alternatively, in other earlier meta-analyses (extra-
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version-ESP, sheep-goat effect), when methodological
quality is constant over time, effect size is either constant
over time (Honorton et al., 1998; Lawrence, 1993) or in
decline (Honorton et al., 1998), although that one decline
refers to extraversion/ESP forced-choice studies only
(not extraversion/ESP free response), and the authors at-
tribute the decline to an artifact due to administration of
the extraversion measure before the ESP task in earlier
studies. In these cases, we could have an artifact caused
by poor quality, but there is little to go on.

Furthermore, in these and other meta-analyses, the
relationship between study quality and effect size was
also investigated (a negative relationship would also sug-
gest that psi effects are artifacts). Overwhelmingly, the
relationships were not significant (Honorton, 1985; Hon-
orton & Ferrari, 1989; Lawrence, 1993; Milton, 1997; Ra-
din & Ferrari, 1991;*° Radin & Nelson, 1989; Schmidt et al.,
2004%). Again, no evidence of artifacts.*

For the Ganzfeld domain, significant declines over
time have been observed (see Bierman, 2001; Milton
& Wiseman, 1999), but ostensible declines? existed
long before Hyman and Honorton (1986) implemented
guidelines that focussed on qualitatively improving the
Ganzfeld methodology, so it cannot be assumed that
study quality was single-handedly responsible for those
declines. As Palmer (1986) pointed out, it should not be
assumed that declines result from removal of flaws, just
as it is presumptuous to claim that past Ganzfeld suc-
cesses were due to the presence of flaws. Furthermore,
Bierman (2001) does not present an overwhelming case
for declines, as he also found a so-called rebound effect
(i.e., U-shaped curve) in the Ganzfeld effect-size distribu-
tion, suggesting a “recovery from the decline effect” (p.
5), and he found a rebound effect in the RNG domain, but
no proof either way for a decline in the Remote Viewing
domain (see also Utts, 1996).

Taken together, the above meta-analyses do not pro-
vide conclusive evidence for chronological DEs, and the
argument for quality-based DEs is simply not convincing.
This is a subtle issue, and it is easy to overlook or just
brush aside as frivolous, but we have to realize that it be-
comes more and more apparent, as we dig deeper, that
a major ongoing (many decades long) state-of-play in
parapsychology has been this phantom of chronological
declines. Critically, parapsychologists had the evidence
to hand at the time to dismiss the effect outright (just as
they could in regard to E-Psi).

While the occasional commentator has not been con-
vinced by the claims for chronological DEs (Utts, 1996;
Walach et al., 2002), the effects seem to have been taken
at face value. Thus, many parapsychologists and skeptics
spoke of chronological declines in real terms. Bierman
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(2001) states:

... it soon became clear that apart from sequen-
tial effects within a run of trials, it was quite diffi-
cult to exactly ‘replicate’ ... the results of original
studies: a sequence of similar studies tended to
show a decline of effect size from study to study.

(p. 3)

It is a peculiar response from Bierman, given he
found those rebound effects. Bierman even saw the need
for a “radical change in world view” to explain the failure
to replicate. Perhaps parapsychologists need not go so
far just yet—not until they know what it is they are sup-
posed to be explaining. Yet other parapsychologists have
followed Bierman’s lead and taken the effect seriously:

e Stokes (2007) declared: “.. most investiga-
tors are not able to obtain reliable and replica-
ble experimental evidence for psi .. (p. 80). He
puts the initial significant findings down to fraud
(more on that shortly);

e In regard to the Ganzfeld studies, Radin
(2006) rightly disputed the skeptical claim that
the “decline [over time] is due to improving meth-
odologies” (p. 122). However, he does attribute
the decline to “changes in experimental goals” (p.
122)—a worthy rationalization possibly or par-
tially befitting the facts, but not really called for
at the time if the databases (i.e., the meta-anal-
yses) had been examined more thoroughly. And
evidence of declines in other disciplines does not
get us off the hook (assuming there is a ‘hook’)—
two wrongs don’t make a right;

e Kennedy (2003) also spoke of “widespread
declines in psi effects” (p. 58), concluding that
“psi effects are unsustainable” (p. 69);

e Despite Colborn’s (2007) own warning not
to reify declines out of credulity, he still reviewed
and considered the likelihood of a range of em-
pirically related causal factors for declines (I am
particularly focussing on chronological declines
here). For theoretical reasons, that is not nec-
essarily inappropriate, but it implies a problem
that was poorly substantiated in the first place.
Colborn does, however, list “counter-advocates”
who also do not believe in long-term declines
(e.g., Walach et al., 2002).

Have we reached that point where we should drop

the whole idea of chronological DEs as we find more and
more evidence justifying that move? For example, simi-
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lar patterns to those described above emerged in later
Ganzfeld and forced-choice meta-analyses, in an RNG
meta-analysis (Bosch, Steinkamp, & Boller, 2006), and in
a meta-analysis by Mossbridge, Tressoldi, and Utts (2012)
on presentiment. (Note that ES = effect size in the list be-
low):

e Ganzfeld: there is “a linear decline in [ef-
fect-size strength] over a 34-year period ... [but]
a rebound effect is also indicated” (Storm et al.,
2010, p. 478);

e Ganzfeld: “.. the correlation between mean
quality scores and ES values ... was extremely
weak and not significant” (Storm et al., 2010, p.
475);

e Forced Choice: “We note that the correlation
between year of study and ES is positive and sig-
nificant for the database ... indicating an incline,
meaning that ES values increased over the 24-
year period” (Storm et al., 2012, p. 257);

e Forced Choice: “The correlation between
mean Quality Scores and ES values ... was very
weak, negative, and not significant, ..., suggest-
ing that effect size was not an artifact of poor
experimental design” (Storm et al., 2012, pp.
251-252);

e RNG: “.. the quality of studies was high”
(Bésch et al., 2006, p. 507); and “study quality
was also positively correlated with year of pub-
lication” (p. 508);

e Presentiment: “the higher-quality studies
produced a higher overall ES and level of signif-
icance than the lower-quality studies” (Moss-
bridge et al., 2012, p. 7), whereas the correlation
“between quality score and ES was not signifi-
cant” (p. 8).

In spite of these new findings, coupled with the
earlier findings, explanations for DEs still persist, resur-
rected in the form of a slightly modified argument from
fraud—“fraudulent experimenters” in the early stages of
research are replaced by newer “nonfraudulent experi-
menters” at a later date (Stokes, 2015, p. 47). Hence the
decline. In other words, Stokes was still arguing the case
for fraud, as he did back in 2007. Yet he knew well enough
that

Many meta-analyses have found no evidence
for a positive relation between methodological

flaws and the size of reported psi effects. (p. 44)

This problem is simply explained away as more fraud!

JOURNAL OF SCIENTIFIC EXPLORATION ¢ VOL. 37, NO 4- WINTER 2023 Zz 675



THE TRICKSTER ARCHETYPE

... people who report fraudulent results may also
report more perfect methodology than was ac-
tually used (assuming that the experiment was
even conducted). (p. 44)

Unsubstantiated statements like this prove beyond
a doubt that the Trickster knows no bounds. Again, the
mud-slinging only starts when doubt and suspicion arise:
“My newfound skepticism regarding the existence of psi
is not based on any new concrete evidence for fraud among
parapsychologists [emphasis added], but rather on a gen-
eral lowering of my respect for all scientists” (Stokes,
2015, p. 45). What are we to make of a science where em-
pirical evidence can be trumped by opinion?

Contemporaneous contrary findings from other re-
searchers may help steer a reasonable course for para-
psychology (Baptista, Derakhshani, & Tressoldi, 2015),
while more recent meta-analytic evidence gives even
more justification to dismiss the DE as a chronological (not
episodic) problem:?

e Ganzfeld update: “There was no statistical
evidence for an effect-size decline in the ganzfeld
domain .. (Storm & Tressoldi, 2020, p. 213;

e Ganzfeld update: “The correlation between
mean Quality and ES was weak and not signifi-
cant ... so we claim that effect size is not likely
to be an artifact of poor experimental design”
(Storm & Tressoldi, 2020, p. 200);

e Remote Viewing: “Looking at the ESs ... we
can affirm that there is no sign of decline in al-
most 40 years” (Baptista, Derakhshani, & Tress-
oldi, 2015, p. 203);

e Sheep-Goat Effect (SGE): “The relationship
between the sheep-goat CR(ES) [critical ratio
effect size] values and year of publication is pos-
itive and significant.... In other words, the SGE
has increased across the span of about 20 years
.. (Storm & Tressoldi, 2017, pp. 93-94);

e Sheep-Goat Effect (ESP): “ESP effects [over
the years| generally have not increased signifi-
cantly [in a two-tailed test, but the ESP effect
is marginally significant in a one-tailed test]”
(Storm & Tressoldi, 2017, pp. 93-94);

e Sheep-Goat Effect (SGE & ESP): Storm and
Tressoldi (2017) state, “in both cases [SGE and
ESP] ... increases in effects have been indepen-
dent of study quality” (p. 94);

e Dream-ESP: Storm, Sherwood, et al. (2017)
report “no significant decline in ES related to
quality, ..., but quality control in experiments has
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improved over the 49-year period” (p. 130).

We actually see an incline effect for the SGE, while
the ESP effect is stable (Storm & Tressoldi, 2017). Regard-
ing the dream-ESP meta-analysis, Storm, Sherwood, et al.
(2017) did find that the correlation between year of study
and effect size was negative and significant, but they also
found suggestive evidence that “illustrates the complete
opposite of the sceptical hypothesis that improvements
in quality necessarily mean ES must plummet” (p. 130). Al-
though it was found that two dream-ESP databases (Mai-
monides Dream Laboratory [MDL] studies and post-MDL
studies) were not significantly different from each other
in terms of mean effect size, the difference did approach
significance. Though not reported in the paper (Storm,
Sherwood, et al.), | tested both databases separately for
effect size declines over their respective periods, and nei-
ther DE was significant.?*

Ramifications of Experimenter Psi and De-
cline Effect

We now come to the ramifications of these findings in
the context of the Trickster, but first, hereis how the Trick-
ster has manifested itself: On the evidence, the parapsy-
chology community argued the case for the experimenter
psi effect (E-Psi)—it argued a similar case for chronolog-
ical DEs. This went on for decades. Most parapsycholo-
gists accepted the ‘evidence’ for both effects based on
single studies, or small sets of studies, and then larger
sets. The propositions seemed valid, reputations were at
stake, time and money had been invested; reasonable ex-
planations had to be proffered to the wider community
to save face. The mainstream (largely skeptical) commu-
nity took and ran with the parapsychologists’ arguments
and, in their opinion, saw them as mere excuses used to
explain the failure to reject the so-called Null hypothesis
(i.e., the hypothesis of no effect). That gave cause for em-
barrassment, even ridicule (trickster outcomes). True to
Trickster form, however, there is a twist—perhaps para-
psychologists spoke too soon: E-Psi and DEs do seem to
occur in a number of studies, but these apply mainly to
short-term (within-study) effects, whereas no (or debat-
ably too few) long-term (between-studies) E-Psi and DEs
are demonstrated in the various meta-analyses compris-
ing many studies that are considered representative of
the respective experimental domains (i.e., free response,
forced choice, etc.). Given the evidence, chronological
manifestations of the effects appear to be unfounded,
but episodic effects look genuine (the evidence persists).

It is important to note that my thesis is not that the
Trickster lies behind E-psi and DE effects in the sense that
it actually causes them. These two effects could occur,
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but it would not be the Trickster that caused them if they
did occur, but if they did not occur, it would not be the
Trickster that prevented them. Instead, | have asked (and
answered) the question, Was there evidence for these ef-
fects, and if there wasn’t, and it was thought there was,
what is behind that mistake?

If we were somewhat myopic, we could argue that
the parapsychological community might have spared it-
self some embarrassment if it had waited a little longer,
but how long is a ‘little longer’? Science is an accumu-
lative enterprise, and scientists make discoveries and
present them in fits and starts; the point being science
is an ongoing process of continual revelation. Truth be
told, parapsychologists, singly or as a community, simply
did not know better and can only work with the best data
available at the time. So it is easy to argue that hindsight
has 20/20 vision, whereas science does not. But that is to
ignore the earlier clues. The literature should have helped
ameliorate the negative ‘exposure’ caused by E-Psi and
DEs, and perhaps both issues could or should have been
downplayed given that there was not a lot to go on—in-
deed, some investigators did that.

Interestingly, Radin (2006) gives an appropriate met-
aphor that conveys more than is first realized. He refers
to the Pygmalion effect, which he parallels with the ex-
perimenter expectancy effect (i.e., E-Psi). The Pygmalion
effect owes its origins to the myth of a Greek sculptor
Pygmalion, who fell in love with a statue he carved from
ivory and subsequently named Galatea. Aphrodite, the
Goddess of Love, rewarded his fervor by bringing the stat-
ue to life—as Radin says: “This myth reflects the concept
of a self-fulfilling prophecy” (p. 285); a classic cautionary
tale warning us to be careful what we wish for (although
Pygmalion seems to have done well out of it for the cou-
ple lived happily ever after).

While Radin directly acknowledges the point that
sufficiently motivated experimenters can use their own
good manner and/or psi in the laboratory, the less direct
point is that the myth also warns researchers not to make
too much of anything they think they find because that
gives it reality—parapsychologists have to be careful
they do not talk an effect into existence; and this cave-
at applies to DEs, not just E-Psi. Indeed, Colborn (2007)
makes the point about the decline effect: “we might call
it into existence via reification” (p. 3). | would argue that
parapsychologists have made too much of these long-
term effects—they appealed to them too often (again, |
emphasize | am not discounting within study declines). |
give the final word to physicist and parapsychologist Rog-
er Nelson, who said my findings are matched by his expe-
riences exactly,
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... in the lab, in meta-analysis, and in long-term
programs of research. EE [i.e., E-Psi] explana-
tions are too easy and need (as we often say) pro-
spective research to really establish bona fides.
(personal communication, August 21, 2017)

And the same can be said of decline effects.
Overcoming the Trickster

So, how does modern parapsychology resolve the
Trickster dilemma? Thus far, | believe | have rendered aid
just in identifying the types and situations of which one
should be wary, and thus hinted at ways of dealing with
the Trickster. But parapsychologists must become more
conscious of their aims, their behaviors and methodolo-
gies, the way they interpret their findings, and the social
ambiance in which they are immersed. This is not to im-
ply that a state of paranoia be adopted—Palmer (2016)
warned that excessive policing of parapsychological re-
search was enough to make one “paranoid” (p. 14)—but
a healthy and vigilant attitude about the movements and
changes within the social sphere is a must. An attitude
like that can only help.

Will keeping a low profile also help? Most parapsy-
chologists who happen to be academics find themselves
braving the worst on occasion (see again, Thalbourne,
1995), and nothing is more inimical to the parapsycholo-
gist’s ventures than exposure to judgmental, disapprov-
ing, conservative, and naive authority figures. Those fig-
ures will invariably seek the aid of mass media to garner
support from that subpopulation of the general public
that laps up scandal. But persistence can win the day (for
example, see Rupert Sheldrake’s successful struggle with
TED and YouTube described in Weiler, 2020).%

Parapsychology will continue to have its ups and
downs, and parapsychologists simply have to ride them
out. That ride’ is part of the big picture view of science
which incorporates the human aspect—that means more
than how scientists deal with unpalatable glitches in their
findings, for it goes deep into the psyche to the archetyp-
al core of our being. As an archetype, the Trickster shows
how our minds meld and interact with the world, social
and otherwise, and call into existence the various anom-
alies, whether we intend them or not.

CONCLUSION

Trickster phenomenology permeates deeply into the
sciences. It is not a simple matter of dismissing the Trick-
ster as mere superstition and calling out its anomalous ef-
fects as the result of delusional states or chance. Certain-
ly, supernatural agency is not proposed as a cause though
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some phenomena are so bizarre it is hard to resist. How-
ever, in the modern era, we have learned we must take
responsibility for our psychological aberrations, but we
still often fail to see that they are our own, and we thus
dismiss them as attributable to ‘other’ (external) sources.
Renaming the Trickster does not rid us of it. The Trick-
ster (whatever it really is) not only manifests acausally
in the laboratory (as Pauli may have discovered), and in
how sets of data are collected and collated (as Jung may
have realized), it has a unique way of clouding the issue
and rendering effects that can confuse and lead to false
understanding, as is the case in parapsychology—specifi-
cally in relation to E-Psi and chronological decline effects.
We must be careful we do not over-reach, even when the
evidence looks conclusive, but what is to be said when
evidence is ignored or not seen for what it is? Avoiding
these pitfalls successfully calls for constant vigilance
based on a clearer understanding of the human factors
in psi research. Researchers make a virtue of their con-
servatism (implying they take a cautious approach), but
that does not entirely rid them of their preferences, prej-
udices, cherished hypotheses, and entrenched notions
and beliefs. This paper suggests that interpretations and
positions can be hard to shift despite the findings.

ENDNOTES

! The sense of security is false because of the unresolved
prejudice faced by parapsychologists, especially in ac-
ademia. The scene is changing for the better in some
parts of the world (noticeably Europe, especially the
UK), but I (writing in Australia) have personally experi-
enced institutional career-threatening prejudice (twice,
in fact), and | know a number of parapsychologists
overseas who have similar stories to tell. This prejudice
extends beyond centers of learning to the media and
mainstream society.

2 Jung (1959/1968) equates the Trickster with the alchem-
ical Mercurius, which is the equivalent of the Greek god
Hermes (see Combs & Holland, 1996). The mythological
parallels are too complex and interwoven to go into de-
tail here.

3 One reviewer stated that Social Identity Theory, or the-
orists like Marx, Durkheim, and Weber, have explained
how these kinds of conflict can occur, but they do not
appeal to Trickster activation. What they do appeal to
is some kind of causal factor which, at its root, | suggest
must be archetypal (fundamental) in human nature.
Also, these theories/theorists do not speak to psi (un-
less from a skeptical standpoint).

4 Pauli’s Exclusion Principle (the first one for which he
won the Nobel Prize) is so-called because matter is
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explained as occupying its own space to the exclusion
of other material objects, such that one cannot pass
through the other. Light and radiation are given exclu-
sive exception to this rule. This principle is fundamental
to our understanding of the nature of matter, for exam-
ple, in its formal presentation in the periodic table of
elements.

5 In the original Cross-Correspondences work (see Salt-
marsh, 1938/1975, for a review), members of the Society
for Psychical Research found correspondences hidden
within messages from different mediumistic communi-
cations. The messages in these communications were
singly meaningless and only seemed to make sense
once the contents were cross referenced. The findings
were considered evidence for survival, though others
argued that ESP would explain them.

6 Eisenbud (1963) is probably one of the earliest research-
ers to bring E-Psi to the attention of parapsychologists.

7 A survey of members of the Parapsychological Associ-
ation (Irwin, 2014) reported that many parapsycholo-
gists regard experimenter psi as a major problem for
parapsychologists, and many refer to the need to dis-
entangle participant and experimenter effects.

8 Between-studies DEs might also be called “chronological
declines” (CDs; Irwin, 1999, cited in Colborn, 2007, p. 2),
but I will not use that term because CDs can be either
across experimental paradigms (e.g., Ganzfeld), or over
the lifetime of an individual, and | only want to focus
on the paradigms. CDs contrast with “episodic declines”
(EDs), which are “within an experimental run or with-
in a session” (Colborn, 2007, p. 2)—I refer to these as
within-study DEs.

° As | am focusing on E-Psi, | will not be discussing the
third (unlikely) option, that experimenters do not have
E-Psi, and all effects come from participants only.

10 Palmer and Millar (2015) do not dwell too much on par-
ticipant-psi. It appears they regard participants’ psi as
constant (and inconsequential?), and prevalent within
and between studies. It also appears they take “signif-
icance” to mean psi-hitting since they state that para-
psychologists are “rigorously” selected (even self-se-
lected) “for success in their experiments” (p. 298), and
success usually means significant psi-hitting.

I Free response is a term that “describes any test of ESP
in which the range of possible targets is relatively un-
limited and is unknown to the percipient [perceiver/
receiver]” (Thalbourne, 2003, p. 44).

2 The Ganzfeld is a “special type of environment (or the
technique for producing it) consisting of homogenous,
unpatterned sensory stimulation” to the eyes and ears
of the participant, who is usually in “a state of bodily
comfort” (Thalbourne, 2003, p. 45).
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3 The forced-choice design is so named because the
target guess is “one of a limited range of possibilities
which are known to [the participant] in advance” (Thal-
bourne, 2003, p. 44).
Dream ESP involves ostensibly paranormal communi-
cation while in an altered state of consciousness, com-
monly known as dreaming. Pioneer research into the
telepathic nature of dreams was first conducted at the
Maimonides Dream Laboratory in New York during the
1960s and 1970s
The Schmidt et al. (2004) study was, in fact, started
well before 2002 (an abstract was published that year
and results presented at a PA Convention). They used
a database of studies up to the year 2000, so | include
Schmidt et al. as indicative of DMILS research around
the turn of the century.
We can make the argument that E-Psi is responsible
for these declines—experimenters (like participants)
tire and lose motivation, focus, and interest, as they
get older. We might also argue that aging ‘star’ experi-
menters eventually retire, and perhaps they are not re-
placed by younger ‘star’ experimenters. Then we could
expect DEs. However, since | find no convincing evi-
dence of long-term declines in the meta-analyses, all
experimenters (assuming E-Psi) must, on average and
on occasion, be putting in equal amounts of their own
psi across the decades (a pretty tall order), or they put
in none at all.
Note that Schmidt et al. (2004) did not look at quality
over time. (Footnote 15 explains this study’s inclusion).
18 Schmidt et al. (2004) may loosely be considered an ex-
ception; they report two significant declines over time
(DMILS and Remote Staring [RS]). However, date of
study (year of publication) dropped out in a regression
analysis (DMILS), and for RS, it was shown that N (sam-
ple size) correlated significantly with date—thus, the
earlier smaller studies tended to “overestimate the true
effect size” (p. 13); besides which, there were only 15
studies in the sample.
1 At first, Radin and Ferrari (1991) found that quality cor-
related negatively and significantly with effect size,
suggesting that design flaws present in low quali-
ty studies were contributing to the success of earlier
experiments, but further analysis of a homogeneous
subset of data (i.e., outliers were removed) revealed no
suggestive evidence of decline in psi effect due to poor
quality.
For DMILS, | used the revised non-significant “overall
study quality and effect size” correlation (Schmidt et al.,,
2004, p. 244). For Remote Staring, the effect-size/qual-
ity correlation was positive and non-significant.
2 In some studies, we cannot draw any strong conclu-
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sions because findings were limited—that is, patterns
over time were not checked for quality (Schmidt et al.,
2004) or were not checked for both quality and effect
size (Honorton et al., 1998).

2 Surprisingly, Honorton (1985) did not test the correla-
tion between effect size and year of study—if he did,
he would have found a weak negative (albeit crucially
non-significant) relationship for his 28-study database,
r(26) = -0.20, p = .155 (one-tailed).

2 Declines over time have not been reported in the more
recent RNG meta-analyses (Bosch, Steinkamp, & Boller,
2006; Radin & Nelson, 2003).

2 MDL studies: r(12) = -0.02, p = .943 (two-tailed); post-
MDL studies: r(34) = -0.20, p = .238 (two-tailed).

% TED (‘Technology, Entertainment, Design’) is an or-
ganization that engineers public speaking events for
anyone with something to say.
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ABSTRACT

Modern research on near-death experiences (NDEs), powerful spiritual experiences
triggered by a close brush with death, has focused on experiences characterized
by profound positive feelings, ranging from incredible peace and calmness to bliss
and ecstasy. However, throughout history there have been accounts of frightening
deathbed visions and terrifying journeys to a hellish realm peopled by evil forces or
beings. It is difficult to determine the prevalence of these distressing NDEs because
the anxiety and judgmentalism they evoke deter experiencers from acknowledging
and revealing them. Nevertheless, most recent studies estimate their prevalence at
between 11% and 22% of all NDEs. Their phenomenology varies widely, but attempts
to categorize distressing NDEs have yielded several distinct types. Various researchers
have attributed distressing NDEs to the personal characteristics of the experiencer, to
biological factors of the brush with death, or to other circumstances around the event.
Overall, distressing NDEs appear to be associated with fewer permanent aftereffects
than the more common pleasant NDEs, which may reflect the reluctance of experiencers
to focus attention on unpleasant experiences. Nevertheless, some distressing NDEs
lead to long-lasting emotional trauma. Several strategies have been described by which
experiencers try to come to terms with and find meaning in, their distressing NDEs.
Much research remains to be done on the causes and aftereffects of distressing NDEs
and their relationship to other dark spiritual experiences.
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experience, hellish near-death experience, void near-death experience.

Most reported NDEs include profound feelings of
peace or bliss, joy, a sense of cosmic unity (“being one with

Near-death experiences (NDEs) are powerful percepts
with features often considered spiritual, typically occurring
to individuals close to death or in intense danger. While
life-threatening situations are reliable triggers for NDEs,
comparable mystical experiences can occur in a wide vari-
ety of other circumstances.
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everything”), an out-of-body experience, passing through
a darkness, encountering a light (often described as “a
loving being of light”), meeting spiritual beings and/or de-
ceased persons, a life review, and an altered sense of time.
In contrast to most people’s idea of the dying process, for
the most part, NDErs are not terrified or panicking as they
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face death. In fact, most people who report NDEs describe
overwhelmingly positive feelings, ranging from incredible
calmness to joy and ecstasy.

But, not all NDEs are described as blissful or pleasant.
Although only a minority of experiencers describe fright-
ening or distressing experiences, it is possible that there
are more people who have unpleasant NDEs but are un-
willing to talk about them or that clinicians and research-
ers are reluctant to hear about them. The topic is so laden
with anxiety and judgmentalism that it is difficult to gather
reliable information about unpleasant NDEs and their af-
tereffects (Bush, 2002, 2012). For those reasons, we can-
not be confident that frightening near-death experiences
are as rare as they appear to be (Clark, cited in Flynn, 1986).

Frightening deathbed visions were well-known in past
centuries. Christian and Hindu iconography were replete
with examples of postmortem horrors, including terrify-
ing encounters with evil forces or beings (Grosso, 1981).
The medieval Christian literature included an abundance
of journeys to Hell or purgatory and back, and compara-
ble stories of travel to an underworld realm of the dead
can be found in nearly all cultures (Zaleski, 1987a, 1987b).
Yet modern research on NDEs has tended to focus almost
exclusively on blissful experiences. As Zaleski summa-
rized this divergence from the historical accounts, “gone
were the bad deaths, harsh judgmental scenes, purgator-
ial moments, and infernal terrors of medieval visions; by
comparison, the modern other world is a congenial place,
a democracy, a school for continuing education, and a gar-
den of earthly delights” (1987a, p. 21).

In keeping with the focus of this issue of the Journal
on “The Darker Side of Spirituality,” encompassing beliefs,
activities, perceptions, or experiences with ostensibly un-
pleasant, negative, troubling, or even sinister themes, this
article will focus on NDEs that are dominated by scary, ma-
levolent, or otherwise unpleasant content and emotions.

TERMINOLOGY

There has been little agreement among different re-
searchers as to what to call unpleasant NDEs. They were
initially labeled “negative NDEs” (e.g., Grey, 1985; Irwin
& Bramwell, 1988; Lindley, Bryan, & Conley, 1981; Rogo,
1979). However, that label was rejected by some NDErs as
judgmental or pejorative, and by some researchers because
unpleasant experiences can promote positive introspec-
tion and spiritual growth, and because the term “negative
experience” had also been used to refer to close brushes
with death without an NDE. To avoid the condemnatory
term “negative NDE,” Ellwood (1996) referred to unpleas-
ant NDEs as “photographic negatives,” giving a true picture
but with the values reversed, and a necessary stage in the
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development of the final picture.

Unpleasant NDEs have also been called “hellish expe-
riences” (e.g., Rawlings, 1978, 1980), “frightening NDEs”
(e.g., Jambor, 1997; Ring, 1994a, 1994b, 1996), and “painful
NDEs” (Ellwood, 2001), but those terms are applicable to
only one variety of unpleasant experience. They have also
been called “distressing NDEs” (e.g., Bush, 2009; Bush &
Greyson, 2014; Cassol, Martial, Annen, et al.,, 2019; Ell-
wood, 1996; Greyson & Bush, 1992) and “less-than-positive
NDEs” (e.g., Rommer, 2000, 2002), but those labels struck
some researchers as too mild to convey the intense emo-
tions evoked by these experiences. Nevertheless, | will re-
fer to these unpleasant experiences as “distressing NDEs,’
in keeping with the terminology used in The Handbook of
Near-Death Experiences (Bush, 2009) and in subsequent
publications, and to focus on the unpleasant emotions that
characterize these NDEs rather than on the metaphorical
content of these diverse experiences.

PREVALENCE OF DISTRESSING NEAR-DEATH EX-
PERIENCES

Most research into NDEs in the 1970s and 1980s fo-
cused on pleasant experiences. Scales developed in the
1980s to identify and quantify NDEs, the Weighted Core
Experience Index (Ring, 1980) and the NDE Scale (Greyson,
1983) placed high value on pleasant emotions but did not
include unpleasant emotions (Cassol et al., 2019; Greyson
& Bush, 1992). These scales’ bias toward pleasant NDEs
and lack of sensitivity in identifying distressing experienc-
es may have contributed to their underrepresentation, and
was one factor in the development of the modified NDE-C
scale, which included one item addressing unpleasant
emotions (Martial, Simon, Puttaert, et al., 2020). Howev-
er, that item in the NDE-C has been criticized for its word-
ing that mixed a condition (“non-existence”), a context
(“void”), and an emotion (“fear”), rendering it “illogical and
unanswerable” (Bush, 2021).

Wider attention to distressing NDEs began in the
1990s. Prevalence estimates of distressing NDEs have var-
ied widely, perhaps influenced by the small sample size of
most studies and by differing criteria for differentiating
pleasant from distressing NDEs (Cassol et al., 2019).

The first estimate of the prevalence of distressing
NDEs was published by Rawlings in 1978, in which he
speculated that more than half of all NDEs started with
“hell-like” experiences but that most experiencers repress
memories of these painful incidents before researchers
can interview them. Rawlings’ conclusions (1978, 1980)
were not widely accepted, however, partly because they
were not supported by his own data (e.g., most of his NDE
accounts were collected years after the event) and other

journalofscientificexploration.org



Bruce Greyson

researchers found no evidence that distressing NDEs were
rapidly repressed or were reported more often immedi-
ately upon resuscitation, and partly because his acknowl-
edged intent in studying NDEs was to persuade readers to
commit themselves to Christian doctrines as the only way
to avoid Hell (Grey, 1985; Ring, 1980; Sabom, 1979). Indeed,
Rawlings himself acknowledged that his research was bi-
ased by his role as a “born-again” Christian (Auchmutey,
1979).

In 1992, Atwater noted that most researchers at that
time regarded distressing NDEs as quite rare, citing an es-
timate of 1 percent of all NDEs in the Gallup Poll (Gallup &
Proctor, 1982). That 1 percent estimate was later endorsed
by Ring (1984) and by Charland-Verville, Jourdan, Thon-
nard, et al. (2014).

On the other hand, Garfield (1979) identified 8 inten-
sive care or coronary care patients who had distressing
NDEs after a close brush with death, amounting to 22 per-
cent of the 36 patients he interviewed who could recall any
experience; Lindley, Bryan, and Conley (1981) identified 11
distressing experiences (20%) among a sample of 55 NDEs;
Atwater (1992) reported that her collection of “more than
700” NDE accounts included 105 distressing experiences,
a prevalence of up to 15 percent; Gibson (1996) reported 12
distressing experiences (18%) among a sample of 68 NDEs;
Rommer (2000, 2002) found that 18 percent of NDErs in
her database had distressing experiences; Cassol, et al.
(2019) reported that of their sample of 123 NDErs, 17 (14%)
reported distressing experiences; and in an unpublished
analysis of 546 experiencers in the University of Virgin-
ia NDE database, 437 (80%) said their NDE was primarily
“pleasant,” 51 (9%) said it was “emotionally neutral,” and 58
(11%) said it was primarily “unpleasant” (i.e., distressing).

In summary, Rawlings (1978), who acknowledged bias
based on his religious beliefs, estimated the prevalence of
distressing NDEs at more than half. At the other extreme,
three reports estimated the prevalence at 1 percent: Gallup
and Proctor (1982), Ring (1984), and Charland-Verville et
al. (2014).

Despite these extreme estimates of 1 percent to more
than half, the majority of researchers who investigated
distressing NDEs have come up with an intermediate es-
timate of between 11 and 22 percent: Garfield (1979), 22
percent; Lindley, Bryan, and Conley (1981), 20 percent; Gib-
son (1996) and Rommer (2000, 2002), 18 percent; Atwater
(1992), up to 15 percent; Cassol, et al. (2019), 14 percent,
and the unpublished University of Virginia analysis, 11 per-
cent.

DESCRIPTIONS OF DISTRESSING NEAR-DEATH EX-
PERIENCES
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The first modern published reference to distressing
NDEs was by Delacour (1974), who described horrific vi-
sions of descents into a pit or cave with ghastly, eyeless fig-
ures and flames of fire, although later researchers regarded
his work as fictionalized (Ellwood, 1996).

Rawlings (1978) described distressing NDEs (which
he called “hellish”) as including being surrounded by gro-
tesque human and animal forms, hearing other people
moaning and in pain, violence, and demonic types of tor-
ture, reminiscent of Dante’s Inferno. He noted great variety
in content among distressing NDEs, in contrast to the con-
sistency among pleasant experiences.

Lindley, Bryan, and Conley (1981) described distressing
NDEs (which they called “negative”) as containing extreme
fear, panic, or anger and added that some contain visions of
demonic creatures that threaten or taunt the experiencer.

The nationwide Gallup poll (Gallup & Proctor, 1982)
reported that the rare distressing NDEs they found includ-
ed featureless, forbidding faces, a sense of discomfort or
emotional unrest, confusion, and a sense of being tricked
into annihilation.

Grey (1985) described distressing NDEs as character-
ized by extreme fear or panic, emotional or mental anguish,
utmost desperation, an intense feeling of loneliness, and a
great sense of desolation. She also identified a “hell-like”
experience that included a sense of being dragged down
by an evil force, being threatened by wrathful or demonic
creatures, extreme cold or heat, hearing the wailing or tor-
mented souls and the snarling of wild beasts, and some-
times proverbial fire and an encounter with the devil.

Atwater (1992) described distressing NDEs as includ-
ing lifeless or threatening apparitions; barren or ugly ex-
panses; threats, screams, or silence; violence or torture;
feeling of cold; diminished light; fear or anxiety; and strug-
gling to stay alive.

An unpublished 2023 qualitative study distressing
NDEs at Lund University in Sweden (Ait Melloul, A., & Kin-
nunen, K. The phenomenology of distressing near-death
experiences and their aftereffects. Lund University) that
used interpretive phenomenological analysis to study
eight distressing NDEs qualitatively reported 11 themes in
the content of the experiences: fear (in 7 of 8 narratives),
confusion (in 3 of 8), being in a dark realm (in 4 of 8) some-
times identified as Hell (in 3 of 8), being judged by God as
unworthy (in 3 of 8) or of judging oneself as unworthy (in
2 of 8), feeling out of control (in 5 of 8) or conversely hav-
ing some degree of control over the situation (in 2 of 8),
pleading for divine help (in 2 of 8) or being rescued by some
entity without pleading (in 2 of 8), and feeling alone and
rejected (in 2 of 8).

Mixed Pleasant and Unpleasant Near-Death Expe-
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riences

It should be noted that some NDEs include both
pleasant (often heavenly) and unpleasant (often hellish)
features (Cassol et al., 2019), which have recently been la-
beled “hybrid experiences” (Ait Melloul, A., & Kinnunen, K.
The phenomenology of distressing near-death experiences
and their aftereffects. Lund University unpublished study).
Lindley, Bryan, and Conley (1981) reported that distressing
NDEs are usually transformed at some point into peaceful
experiences. They also noted that unpleasant emotions oc-
cur at the end of some NDEs, although their descriptions
suggested that they included in that category NDEs that
were entirely pleasant but were followed by anger or pan-
ic at the experiencers’ return to the physical body and to
mundane reality.

Sabom (1982) found that out of 34 hospitalized pa-
tients who described NDEs when interviewed after a
near-death crisis, 14 (41%) reported the transcendental
experience began with a sense of entering a dark region
or void, sometimes accompanied by momentary fright or
bewilderment, but that in time these unpleasant emotions
were replaced with calm, peace, or tranquility. Irwin and
Bramwell (1988) reported the NDE of a 50-year-old wom-
an that began as a blissful experience but changed into a
frightening one upon an encounter with the devil. Con-
versely, Bonenfant (2001) reported the NDE of a 6-year-old
boy that began as a frightening encounter with the devil
but later changed to a pleasant experience with God and a
protective angel.

Types of Distressing Near-Death Experiences

Garfield (1979) described four types of altered state
experiences at the approach of death: (1) a powerful light,
celestial music, and an encounter with religious figures of
deceased relatives; (2) demonic figures and nightmarish
images of great lucidity; (3) dreamlike images, sometimes
blissful, sometimes terrifying, and sometimes alternat-
ing, with variable content and less lucidity than the other
types; and (4) drifting aimlessly on outer space or being
encapsulated in a limited environment with obvious spa-
tial constraints, sometimes called a void or tunnel. The last
three types can be considered categories of distressing
NDE, although Garfield did not label them as such.

Greyson and Bush (1992) suggested the first classifi-
cation of types of distressing NDE based on a study of 50
such experiences. Their typology had some overlap with
Garfield’s altered states types 2, 3, and 4. They suggested
that the most common type, which Ring later labeled “in-
verted NDEs” (Ring, 1994a), contained phenomenological
features typical of pleasant NDEs, such as a bright light, a
tunnel, a sense of leaving the body, and a life review, but
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were experienced as terrifying rather than comforting.
Many experiencers identified the loss of ego control as the
frightening aspect of the inverted NDE, and Greyson and
Bush (1992) noted that some inverted NDEs eventually
converted to pleasant experiences, a phenomenon noted
previously by Lindley, Bryan, and Conley (1981) and by Sab-
om (1982).

An example of an inverted NDE was reported by a
27-year-old woman:

Suddenly | became aware that something real-
ly strange was happening. It was as if | had been
pulled up and away from my body, and | found
myself watching my doctor and his nurse work-
ing on my body from a corner or the room near
the ceiling. | felt so startled at being able to hover
above like that. And | wanted to feel in control of
my situation but | was unable to do anything ex-
cept watch helplessly. | made some attempts to
get the attention of the other two in the room, but
they were totally oblivious to anything | was say-
ing to them.

Then | found myself no longer in the room
but traveling through a tunnel, slowly at first then
picking up speed as | went. As | entered the tun-
nel, | began hearing the sound of an engine, the
kind that operates heavy machinery. Then, as
| was moving slowly | could hear voices on each
side of my head, the voices of people whom [I've
known before because they were vaguely familiar.
About this time | became frightened, so | didn’t
concentrate on trying to recognize any of the voic-
es.

| found myself growing more and more afraid
as the speed picked up and | realized that | was
headed toward the pinpoint of light at the end of
the tunnel. The thought came to me that this was
probably what it was like to die. | decided then and
there that | wanted to go no further, and tried to
backpedal, stop, and turn around, but to no avail.
| could control nothing, and the pinpoint of light
grew larger and larger. Before | knew it, that light
exploded all around me. My attitude at this time
was quite terrified; | did not want to be there, and
| was determined that | was not, by God, going to
stay. (Greyson & Bush, 1992, p. 101)

The second, less common type of distressing NDE, the
“void NDE,” was characterized by a paradoxical experience
of nothingness or of existing in an isolated and eternal
featureless void, corresponding to Garfield’s altered state
type 4. Sometimes void NDEs included a sense of despair
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that life as we know it never existed, but was all a cruel
joke, and left the experiencer with a pervasive sense of
emptiness and fatalistic despair after the event.

An example of a void NDE was reported by a 26-year-
old woman:

| passed through different stages of “torment”
Voices were laughing at me, telling me all of life
was a “dream,” that there was no Heaven, Hell, or
Earth, really, and that all | had experienced in life
was actually an hallucination....

| passed through the stage of terrible thirst
and the voices kept laughing and telling me, “You
think this is bad? Wait till the next stage!” | found
myself hurtling towards the final torment: | was
to be suspended in a total vacuum with nothing
to see or do for eternity. | was naked and | was
sad about that because | thought, “If only I had
clothing | could pull the threads and knot them
and reweave them for something to do!” And, “If
only | were sitting in a chair | could splinter it and
try to make something of the splinters.” And then
the overwhelming realization that eternity was
forever and ever, time without end! What to do in
avacuum forever?

After all these years, the nightmare remains
vivid in my mind. | assure you the worst form of
Hell, in my mind at least, would be myself sus-
pended, naked, in a vacuum!

Not all NDEs characterized by the void are distressing
experiences, however. Just as the features typical of pleas-
ant NDEs can occasionally be perceived as distressing ex-
periences in inverted NDEs, so too some void NDEs, which
are usually characterized by fear, terror, and despair, can
occasionally be experienced as liberation from suffering.
Such pleasant void NDEs are reminiscent of the Buddhist
concept of the empty void as an experience of nirvana, in
which there is no essence or fundamental nature in any-
thing, and everything is empty, with no abiding self or soul
in any being, and all subject-object discrimination and po-
larities disappear, there is no conventional reality, and the
only ultimate reality of emptiness is all that remains.

An example of a blissful experience of a void NDE
was reported by a 59-year-old man:

It was the deepest darkness | had ever known. |
felt utterly secure in my darkness. | had “come
home” to a state beyond all danger, where | no
longer needed or wanted to see anything, because
everything | could possibly need was already mine.
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That shining darkness seemed to contain every-
thing that ever was or could be, and all space and
all time. Yet it contained nothing at all, because
“thing” implies separate entities, whereas what
| experienced was a simple “beingness” without
any kind of separation of one thing from anoth-
er, the essence of “aliveness” prior to any individ-
ual living entities. A paradoxical expression from
Eastern mysticism is the only one that is remotely
adequate: “the living void.” The idea of a void be-
ing interesting would have seemed nonsense to
me before, but now it makes total sense. In fact,
the state | am trying to describe seems to defy all
ordinary canons of logic.

It was in no way merely negative. It was cer-
tainly “a very peaceful blackness,” but there was
nothing passive or lifeless about it. Words like
“bliss” or “joy” are equally inadequate, for they are
far too limited.

| have no recollection of the transition from
ordinary into Nirvanic consciousness. In the shin-
ing darkness, there was no feeling of having gone
anywhere; it was more like everywhere being
present to me. Yet there was a sense of having
ceased to be the ordinary me.

My feeling is of being beyond death - though
| do not mean surviving death. The Self that |
had become was so much greater than my ordi-
nary self that | had little recollection of, or inter-
est in, my personal history. Yet, | did not lose my
past or the people | have known in ordinary life.
Although my NDE did not contain a “life review”
like many other NDEs, | still sensed that my whole
life was completely present, and could have been
reviewed if | had wanted. But in that “deep and
dazzling darkness” | felt no need.

The whole experience was blissful. The bud
that was me opened out in response to that black
sun, which was also, paradoxically, my-Self. | was
alpha and omega, the beginning and end of the
creation process. The shining dark consciousness
is all the happiness | could possibly want.

A similar experience of a blissful void was reported by

a 37-year-old man:

Things became dim or dark. | was suspended,
looking down at me alone in the jail cell. | was sad.
The shame was unbearable. | wasn’t supposed to
be like this, what happened to me. | was alone in
this cell and it served me right | would just spend
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eternity alone. It was sinking in that | was dead. |
was in this cell alone with nowhere to go. It was
absolutely the worst feeling in the world: | was
alone, dead, and nobody knew. | remember what
seemed like | was traveling out of my body and
then coming back, like I could leave but had no-
where to go.

The tunnel really didn’t feel like a tunnel. It’s
hard to describe. | didn’t feel | had any control over
what was happening. | heard what appeared to be
loud clicking or banging with a swooshing sound. |
was moving and lights were flashing. | then felt as
if | was floating or suspended in a milky black area.
It seemed like there were layers of this milky black
that went forever, or as far as | could see.

While suspended in this milky area, | began
to feel a feeling and | was immediately drawn to
it. | don’t remember seeing any light, but this feel-
ing was not of this world: all my pain was gone. |
was drawn to it. My whole self, being, whatever,
wanted nothing but this feeling. | just can’t put
into words what this felt like: perhaps nirvana,
purest form of love, whatever. | just wanted more.
| sensed something special and monumental was
going on. | just knew | would never be the same,
and frankly didn’t care. | felt | was moving toward
this feeling through the milky stuff, being drawn
to it.

| found myself at some sort of crossing or bor-
der. I knew that if | crossed | could not come back.
| knew | was at some point of no return and felt
like a decision needed to be made. That was the
last thing | remember.

These unusual examples of void NDEs that are not
distressing experiences illustrate the differences in how
NDEs may be experienced by different individuals, just as
do classical pleasant NDEs and inverted NDEs.

The third and least common type identified by Greyson
and Bush (1992), the “hellish NDE,” was described as visit-
ing hell-like regions and encountering demonic beings, cor-
responding to Garfield’s altered state type 2. Grey (1985)
and Ring (1994a) regarded hellish NDEs as a more intense
and culturally derived version of inverted NDEs.

An example of a hellish NDE was reported by a 26-year-
old woman:

Instantly | started plummeting downward, fall-
ing into darkness, a horrible endless black space.
Imagine standing in an elevator and all of a sudden
the floor drops out and down you go, that terrible
sensation of falling. | was terrified in the darkness
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that surrounded me but very aware of the horri-
ble pain burning and searing my entire body, ag-
onizing pain beyond description that would never
leave. There were the tortured screams of others
but | could see nothing but the darkness. There
was no fire, just this dreadful burning pain over
every part of me and I knew that this was Hell.

| felt hopeless - knowing this was for eter-
nity! There was no escape from the nightmare: |
wouldn’t wake up; | wouldn’t hit bottom and die;
| wouldn’t be rescued by anyone. | would fall and
burn in this gruesome place forever and ever and
ever, screaming out with all these other lost souls
crying out in the darkness, totally helpless as we
fell further into the pit of Hell. Not even God en-
tered into this place and the torture would go on
forever and ever and ever. There was no way to
describe the terror that filled me, realizing that |
actually sent my self to Hell through my choice of
not believing. | had chosen this. | had chosen not
to believe in God.

| felt a separation, as if | had never existed.
There is no lonelier place that separation from
God. | saw no flames, just total darkness and the
sensation of burning. | heard many people scream-
ing but | saw no one. It was a dark, desolate, hor-
rible place with no hope of escape. | felt the hope-
lessness of being lost in torment, separated from
God for eternity. (Greyson, 2021, p. 145)

Gibson (1996) suggested an additional category of dis-
tressing NDE that he called “instructional,” in which expe-
riencers are led by a “spirit guide” to a realm where they
can witness deceased beings suffering extreme agony in a
hellish type of existence, but the experiencers themselves
are not subjected to the agony of the witnessed beings.

An example of an instructional NDE was reported by a
27-year-old woman:

| looked down upon the accident scene. | looked
into my car and saw myself trapped and uncon-
scious.... A hand touched mine, and | turned to see
where this peace and serenity was coming from ...
and there was Jesus Christ - | mean the way he is
made out to be in all the paintings.

| was led around a well, because | wanted to
stay with him and hold his hand. He led me from
a side of bliss to a side of misery. | did not want to
look, but he made me look - and | was disgusted
and horrified and scared, it was so ugly. The peo-
ple were blackened and sweaty and moaning in
pain and chained to their spots. And | had to walk
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through the area back to the well. One was even
chained to the evil side of the well. The man was
so skeletal and in such pain - the one chained to
the evil side of the well - | wanted to help him,
but no one would, and | knew that | would be
one of those creatures if | stayed. | hated it there.
| couldn’t wait to get to the well and go around
it. He led me to it, but he made me go through it
alone as he watched. Someone else followed me
through and then stepped in front of me to help
me walk over the debris on the ground - snakes
or something. | never looked at this thing, but |
know it was dark. (Greyson & Bush, 1992, pp . 105-
106)

Ellwood (1996) suggested subdividing hellish expe-
riences into (a) those that are entity-centered, including
malevolent beings, which Ellwood thought were analo-
gous to figures sometimes encountered in schizophrenia
and nightmares, but no fire; and (b) those that are fire-cen-
tered, including hellfire but no powerful or malevolent
beings, which Ellwood thought were analogous to the ex-
periences of saints and mystics. She also speculated that,
with further research, there may be a third subcategory of
hellish NDE, characterized by neither malevolent beings
nor hellfire but rather spinning vortex-like energies, as de-
scribed previously by Atwater (1994).

An example of a distressing NDE characterized by a
vortex was reported by a 21-year-old woman:

| recall being pulled down into a spinning vortex.
At first, I did not know what was happening. Then
| realized my body was being drawn downward,
head first. | panicked and fought, trying to grab at
the sides of the vortex....

| tried to see something, but all there was to
see was this cyclonic void that tapered into a fun-
nel. | kept grabbing at the sides but my fingers had
nothing to grasp. Terror set in, true terror. | saw a
black spot, darker than the funnel and like a black
curtain, falling in front of me. Then there was a
white dot, like a bright light at the end of the fun-
nel. But as | grew closer, it was a small white skull.
It became larger, grinning at me with bare sockets
and gaping mouth, and traveling straight toward
me like a baseball. Not only was | terrified, | was
rally livid, too, | struggled to grab hold of anything
to keep me from falling, but the skull loomed larg-
er. (Atwater, 1994, p. 30)

Ellwood further identified a possible additional type
of distressing NDE, which involves a painful empathic life
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review in which experiencers relive not only the details of
their lives but also the impact of their acts on others, in-
cluding all the suffering they had caused for other people
and animals, and, in some cases, plants.

An example of a painful empathic life review was re-
ported by a 39-year-old woman:

| remembered hearing stories of past life reviews,
where your life passes before you at great speed
for final review.... Mine was not a review, it was
a reliving. For me, it was a total reliving of every
thought | had ever thought, every word | had ever
spoken, and every deed | had ever done; plus the
effect of each thought, word, and deed on every-
one and anyone who had ever come within my en-
vironment or sphere of influence, whether | knew
them or not (including unknown passersby on the
street); plus the effect of each thought, word, and
deed on weather, plants, animals, soil, trees, wa-
ter, and air.

It was a reliving of the total gestalt ... com-
plete with all the consequences of ever having
lived at all. No detail was left out. No slip of the
tongue or slur was missed. No mistake nor acci-
dent went unaccounted for. If there is such a thing
as Hell, as far as | am concerned, this was Hell.

| had no idea, no idea at all, not even the
slightest hint of an idea, that every thought, word,
and deed was remembered, accounted for, and
went out and had a life of its own, once released;
nor did | know that the energy of that life directly
affected all it touched or came near. It’s as if we
must live in some kind of vast sea or soup of each
other’s energy residue and thought waves, and we
are each held responsible for our contributions
and the quality of “ingredients” we add.

This knowledge overwhelmed mel... There
wasn’t any heavenly St. Peter in charge. It was me
judging me, and my judgment was most severe.
(Atwater, 1988, pp. 36-37)

Rommer (2000) elaborated on this empathic life re-
view type of distressing NDE, including terror caused by a
disturbing life review with a negative judgment by a high-
er power, leading to overwhelming feelings of guilt. Bush
(2002) later wrote that such negative judgments from a
higher power could be considered a subset of hellish NDE.

Jambor (1997), based on a bliss/abyss model derived
from her study of mysticism, speculated that there may
be several more types of distressing NDEs, some including
states beyond the sensory or conceptual.

Although Greyson and Bush (1992) did not provide
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data supporting their assertion that inverted NDEs were
the most common type of distressing NDE and that hellish
experiences were the least common type, Lindley, Bryan,
and Conley (1981) had previously reported that among 11
distressing NDEs they studied, 10 (91%) were character-
ized by fear, panic, or anger, and only 1 (8%) was hellish,
involving hellfire and damnation. On the other hand, Rom-
mer (2000, 2002) found among her near-death experienc-
ers that 17 percent had inverted NDEs, 28 percent had void
NDEs, 42 percent had hellish NDEs, and 14 percent had
frightening life review NDEs; and more recently, Cassol
et al. (2019) found that among their sample 17 distressing
NDEs, 8 (47%) were inverted, 8 (47%) were hellish, and
only 1 (6%) was void.

In summary, the following types of distressing NDE
have been proposed:

(1) Inverted (Greyson & Bush, 1992; Ring, 1994a);

(2) Void (Greyson & Bush, 1992);

(3) Hellish (Greyson & Bush, 1992), which may be a cultur-
ally-derived version of inverted NDEs (Grey, 1985; Ring,
1994a)

(3a) Entity-centered hellish (Ellwood, 1996)
(3b) Fire-centered hellish (Ellwood, 1996)
(3c) Vortex-centered hellish (Ellwood, 1996)

(4) Instructional (Gibson, 1996);

(5) Painful life review (Ellwood, 1996; Rommer, 2000,
2002), which may be a subtype of hellish NDE (Bush,
2002); and

(6) Metasensory and metaconceptual (Jambor, 1997).

CORRELATES OF DISTRESSING NEAR-DEATH EX-
PERIENCES

In an unpublished analysis of the University of Virginia
NDE database, among a sample of 546 near-death expe-
riencers, 437 (76%) reported pleasant NDEs, 58 (11%) re-
ported distressing NDEs, and 51 (9%) reported emotionally
neutral experiences.

Gender was not associated with emotional valence of
the NDE (x> = 1.447, df = 2, N.S.), nor was a happy or un-
happy childhood (y2 = 0.225, df = 2, N.S.), age at the time of
the NDE (F = 0.701; df = 2, 543; N.S.), years elapsed since
the NDE (F = 2.606; df = 2, 543; N.S.), cause of the near-
death crisis (e.g., surgery, illness, accident) (y? = 4.325, df
= 6, N.S.), religious affiliation at the time of the NDE (y? =
9.984, df = 12, N.S.), unusual stress at the time of the NDE
(x> = 0.451, df = 2, N.S.), desire to live or to die just before
the NDE (y* = 3.994, df = 2, N.S.), or mood just prior to the
NDE (y* = 4.009, df = 4, N.S.).

However, intent to fight for life or accept death just
before the NDE was significantly associated with emotion-
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al valence of the NDE (x> = 10.887, df = 2, p = .004). Among
the 68 percent of near-death experiencers who, just before
the NDE, intended to let go or give in to what was hap-
pening, 87 percent reported pleasant experiences, 7 per-
cent reported emotionally neutral experiences, and 6 per-
cent reported distressing experiences. On the other hand,
among the 32 percent of experiencers who, just before the
NDE, intended to fight for life or struggle to remain in con-
trol, 71 percent reported pleasant experiences, 11 percent
reported emotionally neutral experiences, and 17 percent
reported distressing experiences. This analysis supports
the notion that resisting the experience and trying to stay
in control increase the likelihood of a distressing NDE.

RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN DISTRESSING AND
PLEASANT NEAR-DEATH EXPERIENCES

Distressing NDEs have been reported to include more
phenomenological variety than do pleasant NDEs (Greyson
& Bush, 1992; Rawlings, 1978). Nevertheless, there are
some overarching themes in distressing NDEs that bear
some similarities to, and some differences from, the over-
arching themes of pleasant NDEs.

Grey (1985) described a common sequence of events in
distressing NDEs that included (1) fear and panic, (2) out-
of-body experience, (3) entering a black void, (4) sensing
an evil force, and (5) entering a hell-like environment. She
noted that this sequence closely paralleled the sequence
Ring (1980) identified for pleasant NDEs: (1) peace and
well-being, (2) out-of-body experience, (3) entering a tun-
nel, (4) seeing the brilliant light, and (5) entering a heavenly
environment.

Irwin and Bramwell (1988) compared and contrasted
the parallel phenomena of pleasant and distressing NDEs.
They noted that both types may include out-of-body ex-
periences, moving through a tunnel or dark void, contact
with a being of light, and entry into a transcendental realm,
where they may meet deceased spirits and religious fig-
ures. They noted that in pleasant NDEs, contact with a di-
vine being of light may include a feeling of unconditional
love and acceptance of their past behaviors, good and bad,
whereas in distressing NDE, contact with a divine being is
likely to involve a sense of being judged negatively for past
deeds. In pleasant NDEs, passage through a tunnel or dark
area is often in an upward direction, whereas in distressing
NDEs, the movement is commonly downward. Most criti-
cally, the transcendental realm of pleasant NDEs is often
described as “heavenly” or as a pastoral setting of preter-
natural beauty, whereas the transcendental realm of dis-
tressing NDEs is typically a “hellish” place: a dark, dank,
misty cave or lake of fire and brimstone, with the devil or
other menacing demonic figures.
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Atwater (1992) also noted consistent settings and el-
ements in heavenly and hellish NDEs, but with contrasting
details. She wrote that hellish experiences included lifeless
or threatening apparitions, in contrast to the friendly be-
ings of heavenly NDEs; barren or ugly expanses, in contrast
to the beautiful environments of heavenly NDEs; threats,
screams, and silence, in contrast to the conversations and
dialogue of heavenly NDEs; danger and the possibility of
violence and torture, in contrast to the total acceptance
and overwhelming sensation of love in heavenly NDEs; and
a feeling of coldness, in contrast to a feeling of warmth in
heavenly NDEs. She noted furthermore that the same de-
tails can be experienced as wonderfully positive by some
people and as horrific by others, such as a light at the end
of a tunnel or a voice in the darkness.

Cassol et al. (2019) noted little difference in content
between pleasant and distressing NDEs. Most notably,
they reported that pleasant and distressing NDEs had
comparable scores on the NDE Scale; pleasant NDEs had
a higher score than distressing NDEs only on the affective
component subscale (p < .0001).

On the other hand, our unpublished data from the Uni-
versity of Virginia NDE database do show a significant dif-
ference in NDE Scale sores between pleasant and distress-
ing NDEs. Mean scores on the NDE Scale (Greyson, 1983)
were 16.60 (S.D. = 6.64) for those NDErs with a pleasant
experience, 9.65 (S.D. = 7.18) for those with an emotional-
ly neutral experience, and 8.78 (S.D. = 5.15) for those with
a distressing experience. This difference between groups
was statistically significant (F = 56.153; df = 2, 543; p <
.001). A similar hierarchy was found between the groups
for the cognitive, affective, paranormal, and transcenden-
tal factors of the NDE Scale, with NDErs with a pleasant
experience showing the highest scores and those with
emotionally neutral and distressing experiences showing
equivalent lower scores, all significant at p < .001 (cogni-
tive factor: F = 12.753; affective factor: F = 131.612; para-
normal factor: F = 7.326; transcendental factor: F = 26.051).

Nancy Evans Bush and | compiled a list of 64 features
that we hypothesized might differentiate distressing from
pleasant NDEs, based on the accumulated literature and on
our experience interviewing NDErs. Of those 64 features,
only 17 showed statistical differences between pleasant
and distressing NDEs, after applying a Bonferroni correc-
tion for multiple simultaneous tests. Thirteen of those fea-
tures were more common in distressing NDEs, and 4 were
more common in pleasant NDEs.

Features that were statistically more common in dis-
tressing NDEs (p < .001) included:

1. Being in Hell or a place of torment (y?= 20.574, df = 2);
2. Heading toward Hell or a place of torment but not reach-
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ing it (y*= 34.628, df = 2);

3. Aterrifying, horrible, or painful separation from the body
(4 = 15.713, df = 2);

4. Any other terrifying, horrible, or painful incident during
the NDE (y2= 44.826, df = 2);

5. Being cold (y2= 18.760, df = 2);

6. Feeling fear, dread, terror, or panic (y?= 87.205, df = 2);

7. Feeling horror, disgust, or repulsion (y?= 21.363, df = 2);

8. Feeling despair or hopelessness (y? = 31.228, df = 2);

9. Trying to scream or cry out, but being unable to make
any sound (2= 30.922, df = 2);

10. Feeling that the experience would never end or would
repeat itself forever (y?= 14.249, df = 2);

11. Trying to escape by fighting, running, or climbing out (y?
= 41.436, df = 2);

12. Trying to get back in control of your situation yourself
(x*=31.357,df = 2); and

13. A sense that you would be completely annihilated or
cease to exist (y’= 30.923, df = 2).

Features that were statistically more common in
pleasant NDEs (p<.001) included:

1. Being in outer space, or in the heavens, or in the sky (y
- 15.653, df = 2);

2. Seeing a radiant light (y* = 25.603, df = 2);

3.Seeing a “being” of light (y*= 16.203, df = 2); and

4. Being with a benevolent guide (y? = 50.180, df = 2).

Features that, contrary to our expectations, did not
differentiate pleasant and distressing NDEs included: be-
ing in a void or empty space; hearing wails, moans, gnash-
ing of teeth, or sounds of torment; being in a pit, cave, or
tunnel; being in darkness without any light; being encom-
passed or engulfed by light, or becoming part of the light;
rising or moving upward; falling or moving downward;
feeling a magnetic pull or suction of some kind; being hot;
being someplace wet, slimy, or being submerged in water;
being totally alone; being with grotesque or terrifying crea-
tures; being laughed at or mocked; feeling exhaustion or
weariness; spinning out of control; complete absence of
any sensations; feeling no control over what was happen-
ing; being rescued from your situation; arguing or pleading
your case; begging for mercy; praying for help; being told
or having a sense that your life was a game or a joke; being
told or having a sense that you were about to lose all sense
of personal identity; being told or having a sense that noth-
ing Earthly ever existed or was real; being told or having a
sense that you had imagined your hallucinated your entire
Earthly life; feeling your type of experience was related to
your actions or lifestyle; feeling your type of experience
was related to your religious faith; feeling your type of ex-
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perience was related to your beliefs and attitudes; feeling
your type of experience was related to a physiological acci-
dent; feeling your type of experience was related to some-
thing else about your or your situation; feeling your type of
experience was related to some universal truth not specific
to you; and feeling your type of experience was related to
chance.

PROPOSED EXPLANATIONS FOR DISTRESSING
NEAR-DEATH EXPERIENCES

From the hundreds of NDE accounts in the University
of Virginia NDE database, and the investigations of other
near-death researchers, no obvious factor has emerged
to explain why some people have pleasant, even blissful
NDEs, while others have distressing, even terrifying ones.
The meager amount of evidence we have from distressing
NDEs at this point suggests that they can occur under the
same conditions as do pleasant NDEs. We have no data to
explain why some people have distressing NDEs while oth-
ers have pleasant ones. Despite the paucity of data, how-
ever, several researchers have offered theoretical specula-
tions to explain the type of NDE an experiencer may have.

Personal Characteristics

Some researchers have suggested that the experienc-
ers’ personal characteristics play a role in bringing about
distressing NDEs. Rawlings argued that all those who have
not acknowledged Jesus as Savior and accepted His death
on the cross as a substitute punishment for their own
sins will have a hellish NDE, and, indeed, a hellish eter-
nal afterlife, however good and admirable their lives had
been. He regarded the unconditional divine love reported
in most pleasant NDEs as a deceit of the devil (Ellwood,
1996). But the data do not support Rawlings’ assertions.
In an unpublished analysis of 443 NDErs from the Univer-
sity of Virginia database, the rate of distressing NDEs was
13 percent among those who were Roman Catholics at the
time of their NDE, 9 percent among Protestants, 8 per-
cent among Jews, 6 percent among atheists, and 6 percent
among agnostics, which were not significantly different. In
aggregate, distressing NDEs were reported by 11 percent of
the Christians and by 9 percent of the non-Christians (y* =
4.50, df = 2, N.S.).

Neither is it true that people who live “saintly” lives
always have pleasant NDEs while “bad” people always
have distressing ones. Throughout history, revered mys-
tics like the 16™-century Saints Teresa of Avila (Teresa of
Avila, 1912/1577) and John of the Cross (John of the Cross,
1905/1584), and the 20™-century Mother Teresa of Calcut-
ta (Teresa of Calcutta, 2007) described their “dark night of
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the soul” as a necessary first stage on the path to union
with the Divine. On the other hand, there are accounts of
blissful NDEs from career criminals, including murderers
serving life sentences in prison (Greyson, 2021).

Atwater (1992) wrote that distressing or hell-like
NDEs were usually experienced by people who have deeply
suppressed or repressed guilts, fears, and angers, and/or
those who expected some kind of punishment or account-
ability after death; although Bush (2002) later noted that
everyone has deeply suppressed or repressed guilt, fears,
and anger, and that many people who do also report pleas-
ant NDEs. Greyson and Bush (1992) suggested that invert-
ed NDEs might be associated with fear of losing one’s ego,
which leads to resisting the NDE rather than surrendering
to it, creating a fear that pervades the entire experience.
Bush (2002) noted that there is abundant evidence across
centuries and continents to corroborate that idea. In sup-
port of that notion, Greyson and Bush (1992) pointed to the
conversion of distressing inverted NDEs to pleasant expe-
riences once the experiencers eventually exhaust their re-
sistance and let go. Bush (2002) later argued that resist-
ing a distressing NDE is likely to intensify fearfulness in
experiencers. Kungurtsev (1991) noted a parallel dynamic
in ketamine-induced NDE-like experiences, reporting that
people who are very controlling and have difficulty letting
go often have distressing experiences, as the dissolving
of the individual sense of self is perceived as horrifying,
whereas people who are more relaxed and able to surren-
der usually have blissful or ecstatic experiences.

Rommer (2000, 2002) suggested that experiencers
are responsible for the content and imagery of distressing
NDEs (and also of pleasant NDEs), in that they see, hear,
and feel what they need in order to reevaluate their lives.
She identified four reasons why experiencers might have
a distressing NDE: (1) to challenge the experiencers to re-
evaluate their lives and make necessary changes; (2) if the
experiencers’ mindset going into the NDE was fear-based;
(3) if the experiencers were raised to expect Hell, fire, and
brimstone; and (4) so the experiencers could act as a moral
messenger to others.

Ring (1994a) argued that “frightening NDEs are them-
selves illusory phastasmagories thrown up by the ego in
response to the threat of its own seeming imminent anni-
hilation” (p. 22). He cited support for that perspective in A
Course in Miracles (Schucman, Thetford, & Wapnick, 1975),
which posits that the only thing that is real is divine love
and acceptance and that anything else, including your ego,
is an illusion. In this understanding, distressing NDEs, be-
ing rooted in fear of the ego being dissolved, are essentially
illusions, whereas pleasant NDEs, being rooted in a realm
of love and acceptance, are real.

Jambor (1997) argued that both pleasant and dis-
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tressing NDEs hinted at the same ultimate reality, viewed
through the experiencers’ individual colored glasses of
bliss or horror. Modeling her understanding of NDEs on
the bliss/abyss duality derived from various mystical tra-
ditions, she conceptualized the ultimate reality as being
beyond any pair of opposites, such as bliss and abyss. In
her view, pleasant (bliss) and distressing (abyss) NDEs are
parallel paths that both lead to the indivisible wholeness
of ultimate reality.

Biological Factors

Other researchers have suggested that distressing
NDEs are not ontologically real in the sense that pleasant
NDEs are, but are rather illusions or hallucinations. Rogo
(1979) argued that distressing NDEs may be hallucinations
produced by the experiencer’s mind in reaction to violent
resuscitation procedures such as chest pounding and elec-
trical shock.

Ring (1994a, 1996) argued that distressing void NDEs
could be understood as emergence reactions to inade-
quate anesthesia, citing examples of drug-induced states
that had similar sensations of being in an endless void and
coming to a realization that life ever existed but was only
an illusion. He did allow, however, that drugs may simply
trigger the distressing experience but not directly cause
it, and that distressing NDEs have psychological reality of
great consequence (Ring, 1994b).

Bache (1994, 1996) agreed with Ring that distressing
NDEs do not have the same ontological significance as
pleasant NDEs, but are rather shadows of the ego, just as
illusory as is the ego itself. He offered an understanding of
distressing NDEs based in the perinatal symptomatology
outlined by Grof (1975), which involves not personal char-
acteristics but rather universal biological imperatives. The
perinatal level of consciousness, in Grof’s paradigm, focus-
es on universal experiences, including existential despair,
such that the resistance to ego death is not an individual
character trait but rather an experience embedded in our
collective unconscious. But properly seen, this terrifying
experience is not a punishment but rather a purification
that leads to spiritual growth. Bache proposed that pleas-
ant and distressing NDEs are two aspects of the same
underlying process, but that distressing experiences rep-
resent a truncated form when the dying process is inter-
rupted before it progresses to a pleasant NDE. If allowed to
run their full course, NDEs culminate in ego death followed
by spiritual rebirth; it is the ego’s resistance to its annihi-
lation that makes that portion of the NDE distressing. The
dilemma for an understanding based on universal perinatal
levels of consciousness is why all NDEs do not start with a
terrifying sense of existential despair.
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Circumstantial Factors

Still other researchers have suggested that the dis-
tressing quality of some NDEs is due not to personal traits
or to biological mechanisms, but rather to the circum-
stances of the near-death crisis. Lindley, Bryan, and Con-
ley (1981), note that the distressing stage of NDEs often
comes at the beginning of an NDE, before the transition
into a pleasant experience, or at the end of a pleasant NDE,
in the transition back to normal waking consciousness,
suggested that the distressing experience is a product of
the process of transitioning to and from a pleasant NDE.
They speculated that this distressing state was compara-
ble to the anxiety of a flight-or-fight reaction and conjec-
tured that this transitional distressing experience might
have been the source of the mythological “fall from grace”

Garfield (1979) speculated that the context of the near-
death event might play a role in whether the experience is
pleasant or distressing, just as it does with hypnotic, medi-
tative, and psychedelic-altered states of consciousness. He
recommended a caring environment, including supportive
family and friends, in order to minimize the likelihood of a
distressing NDE.

In keeping with this focus on the context of the near-
death event, Cassol et al. (2019) reported that 4 of their 17
near-death experiences who had distressing NDEs (24%)
had them associated with a suicidal attempt, contrasted
to only 1 of their 106 near-death experiencers who had
pleasant NDEs (1%). However, studies specifically examin-
ing NDEs associated with attempted suicide have shown
no phenomenological difference between those and oth-
er NDEs, including the emotional tone of the experience
(Ring & Franklin, 1982; Rosen, 1975). Gibson (1996) found
that whether suicide attempters had pleasant or distress-
ing NDEs seemed to depend on what they needed at the
time to turn their lives around. Among 546 participants in
the University of Virginia NDE database, 3 out of 58 NDErs
with distressing NDEs had attempted suicide (5%), con-
trasted with 15 out of 422 NDErs with pleasant NDEs (4%)
and none of the 51 NDErs with emotionally neutral NDEs.
That difference was not statistically significant (y? = 2.404,
df = 2; p = .301).

Given the empirical (albeit limited) and theoretical
support for these varied proposed explanations, it is likely
that there is no single path to distressing NDEs but rather
a convergence of factors that may play a role in influencing
the emotional valence of a near-death experience.

AFTEREFFECTS OF DISTRESSING NEAR-DEATH EX-
PERIENCES

Cassol et al. (2019) reported that distressing NDEs are
remembered subsequently with as much overall phenom-
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enological detail, clarity, and sensory and emotional detail
as are pleasant NDEs; and that NDErs with pleasant and
distressing experiences have comparable confidence in
their memories of the event and assign comparable per-
sonal importance to the experience.

Clark (cited in Flynn, 1986, pp. 83-86) implied that, un-
like pleasant NDEs that often enhance a universal or non-
sectarian spirituality, distressing NDEs tend to lead experi-
encers to a strict Bible-based Christianity.

Many researchers have reported that pleasant or
heavenly NDEs are associated with far more permanent
aftereffects than are distressing or hellish NDEs, and some
have attributed that difference to the reluctance of NDErs
who have a distressing experience to focus on it, sup-
pressing the aftereffects (Atwater, 1992). Reluctance to
face frightening NDEs may lead to long-lasting emotional
trauma, with difficulty integrating the experience and de-
velopment of a sense of stigma (Bush & Greyson, 2014).
Alternatively, some experiencers regard a distressing NDE
as a warning about unwise behavior and a message to turn
their lives around, or by treating it as if it did not matter
(Bush & Greyson, 2014; Greyson & Bush, 1992).

Unpublished findings from the University of Virginia
NDE database corroborate this observation that pleasant
NDEs are associated with more profound life changes than
are distressing NDEs. We administered Ring’s Life Chang-
es Inventory—Revised (LCI-R; Greyson & Ring, 2004) to
448 near-death experiencers, of whom 367 (82%) reported
pleasant experiences, 39 (9%) reported emotionally neu-
tral experiences, and 42 (9%) reported distressing experi-
ences. The absolute change score on the LCI-R was 1.18 (on
a scale of +2 to -2) for those with pleasant NDEs, 0.87 for
those with emotionally neutral NDEs, and 0.95 for whose
with distressing NDEs (F = 9.280; df = 2, 445; p < .001).

This finding of more profound changes after pleasant
as contrasted to distressing NDEs was also seen in 6 of the
9 factors of the LCI-R at a significance of p < .001, after ap-
plying a Bonferroni correction for multiple simultaneous
tests: appreciation of death (F = 16.308), spirituality (F =
15.169), concern for others (F = 11.736), appreciation for life
(F = 9.190), quest for meaning (F = 8.270), and self-accep-
tance (F = 7.727). The remaining 3 factors showed no sig-
nificant differences between pleasant and distressing ex-
periences: concern with worldly achievement (F = 6.270),
religiousness (F = 2.377), and concern with social/plane-
tary matters (F = 2.138).

In the 2023 unpublished qualitative analysis of dis-
tressing NDEs from Lund University (Ait Melloul, A., & Kin-
nunen, K. The phenomenology of distressing near-death
experiences and their aftereffects. Lund University), 6
of their 8 analyzed narratives mentioned aftereffects, in
which they found three themes: the positive effect of be-
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ing “high on life” (in 2 narratives), the negative effect of not
being understood when they tried to recount their experi-
ences (in 3 narratives), and the negative effect of being left
with long-term negative emotions to process (in 4 narra-
tives.

RESOLVING DISTRESSING NEAR-DEATH EXPERI-
ENCES

As noted in the Introduction, the topic of distressing
NDEs is so laden with anxiety and judgmentalism that it
is difficult for many experiencers to focus on them or to
disclose them to others. When most NDErs report pleas-
ant experiences, it is hard for people who have distressing
NDEs to avoid feeling that the experience was a devastat-
ing commentary on their lives, that they were singled out
for a harsher experience by some higher power or because
of some personal character flaw (Bache, 1994). As Bush put
it, “We assume in our bones that people get what they de-
serve” (2002, p. 110). As a result, many experiencers who
had distressing NDEs either repress the memory or strug-
gle to make sense of it.

Bush (2002, 2012) made the salient point that one’s
explanation for how distressing NDEs come about is large-
ly irrelevant to how experiencers can make sense of them.
She noted that whatever the precipitant for a distressing
NDE, such as a drug effect or an expectation of eternal
punishment, the precipitant is not the experience. Regard-
less of the explanatory model, the memory of a distressing
NDE, with its accompanying destruction of former pat-
terns and concepts, remains vividly embedded in the expe-
riencers’ reality of everyday functioning and must be dealt
with in those terms.

Bush outlined three types of responses distressing
NDErs often use to make sense of their experience, if they
do not succeed in repressing the memory entirely (Bush,
2002, 2012). First, experiencers may respond to a dis-
tressing NDE by viewing it as a warning to turn their lives
around. If they are able to identify past behaviors they re-
gard as unwise or wrong, they find ways to modify their
lives and make amends. Bush found this response most
often among experiencers who had an explicitly hellish
NDE, and felt they had been given a second chance to craft
a more deserving life.

A second response some distressing NDErs use is to
reduce the experience to a materialistic cause, a familiar
precipitant less troublesome than their own character or
behavior. What this response does is to push the experi-
ence itself into the background in favor of focusing on the
naturalistic cause. This assigns the distressing NDE no par-
ticular meaning other than a physiological accident, such
as a drug reaction, which for some distressing NDErs is
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more palatable than trying to find some meaning in the ex-
perience through self-examination. This reaction is satisfy-
ing for some distressing NDErs in the short term, masking
questions and anxieties about the meaning of the experi-
ence, but it does not resolve those issues in the long term.

A third response, if experiencers cannot view the
distressing NDE as a warning to turn their lives around
or reduce it to a meaningless accident, is to embark on a
long-term struggle with the existential implications of the
experience. Bush found this response to be the most com-
mon after void NDEs, and among reflective experiencers
haunted by the existential dimensions of the event. They
tend to reject a literal reading of the distressing NDE as
a warning and a reductionistic explanation as inadequate,
because those responses assign a cause for the distressing
NDE but do not address its meaning. Instead, they view the
distressing NDE as a different kind of spiritual experience,
which, just like pleasant NDEs, has meaning, purpose, and
value.

Guidebooks throughout the centuries, including the
Egyptian Book of the Dead (Budge, 1898/16 century B.C.),
The Tibetan Book of the Dead (Evans-Wentz, 1957/11" cen-
tury), and the medieval European Ars Moriendi (Rylands
and Bullen, 1881/15" century), warned those preparing
for death to avoid denial and instead to recognize dying
as an opportunity for liberation (Bush, 2002). The German
Catholic mystic Eckhart von Hochheim taught that the
only thing that burns in Hell is the part of us that won'’t
let go of our lives: our memories and attachments. Hell
burns them away, not to punish us, but to free our souls.
If we're frightened of dying and we’re holding on, we'll see
devils tearing our lives away; but if we've made our peace,
then the devils are really angels, freeing us from the Earth
(von Hochheim, 1981). Bush (1994) argued that the task of
making sense of distressing NDEs is not to deny or ignore
them, but to come to terms with the power of the dark. The
goal is not to destroy the ego, but rather to redeem it, to
recognize that you are not who you thought you were. She
acknowledged, however, that such a struggle may not be
fruitful for every experiencer. Unless experiencers are al-
ready comfortable with the idea of the material world and
the ego being illusions, solutions based on ego death may
create more anxiety than enlightenment.

Bush (2002, 2012) noted that experiencers of distress-
ing NDEs can find enormous healing potential in the ar-
chetype of the hero’s or heroine’s journey as described by
Campbell (1968), in which the hero or heroine suffers ex-
cruciating pain, perhaps being tortured or battling horrific
monsters, before escaping and defeating the enemy and
obtaining the magnificent treasure the monsters had been
guarding (Ellwood, 1996). This requires experiencers to re-
cast their assumptions that pain is equivalent to punish-
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ment, that suffering is itself malevolent, and that there is
no gift in the darkness. The elements in the hero’s or hero-
ine’s journey form the template of many distressing NDEs:
the challenges by terrifying entities with great powers, the
need for courage and resourcefulness in facing them, the
finding of the gift within the experience that is needed for
resolution, and the struggle to return home. Bush (2002,
2012) pointed out that these mythical voyages, which are
never easy but always worthwhile, are stories of the hero’s
journey, not the loser’s journey or the damned’s journey.

Ellwood (1996), echoing this guidance from the world-
wide books of the dead, advised that once experiencers
overcome their fear and revulsion of demonic beings in a
distressing NDE and accept those entities as destroyers of
the experiencers’illusory ego, they can unite with the Clear
Light of the Void. Likewise, she noted that in the hellish
visions of the “dark night of the soul” described by John of
the Cross (1905/1584) and 17t"-century Lutheran mystic Ja-
cob Boehme (1978/1624), the void was not ultimate mean-
inglessness, but rather the Divine seen from the back; and
the hellfire and heavenly light were not irreconcilable op-
posites but rather necessary stages in the spiritual journey
that ended in the ultimate union of fire and light as perfect
divine love.

In conclusion, Bush (2002, 2012) advised that there is
no one right way for experiencers to find meaning in their
distressing NDEs. The experiencers’ understanding of “self”
and “reality,” their temperament, and their experience may
play a role in finding the most helpful path, whether that
be through reforming their behavior in response to the
warning of their distressing NDE, through understanding
the distressing NDE as a meaningless accident, or through
struggling with the existential meaning of the distressing
NDE.

DISCUSSION: CONFOUNDING EFFECTS OF SAM-
PLES AND DEFINITIONS

Cassol, et al. (2019) found no statistical difference on
the NDE Scale between NDErs with pleasant or distress-
ing NDEs, with the expected exception of the affective
factor. This is contradicted by the data from the University
of Virginia collection of NDErs, which did show those with
pleasant experiences scoring higher on the NDE Scale and
on each of the four factors than did those with distressing
experiences. This contradiction may be associated with the
larger sample in the University of Virginia database (58 dis-
tressing experiences and 437 pleasant experiences) than in
that of Cassol et al. (2019) (17 distressing experiences and
106 pleasant experiences).

Alternatively (or in addition), it may be associated with
the different criteria for identifying distressing NDEs. Cas-
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sol et al. (2019) based their identification of distressing ex-
periences on NDErs’ rating on the Memory Characteristics
Questionnaire of their emotion when the event happened;
whereas in the University of Virginia database, distress-
ing experiences were identified based on NDErs’ rating of
whether their NDE was predominantly pleasant, emotion-
ally neutral, or unpleasant.

Finally, the difference between Cassol et al’s find-
ings and the University of Virginia’s may be related to the
source of the two samples. Cassol et al. (2019) included
participants from European countries, where the majority
described themselves as Catholic, whereas the University
of Virginia database included participants primarily from
the United States, where the majority describe themselves
as Protestant. Furthermore, Cassol et al. (2019) included
only NDEs following severe brain injury, coma, and inten-
sive care unit hospitalization, whereas the University of
Virginia collection included NDEs from a wide variety of
injuries, accidents, and illnesses.

The difference in religious affiliation between the
samples of Cassol et al. (2019) and of Greyson and Bush
(1992) may also contribute to the higher prevalence of
hellish NDEs reported by Cassol et al. (2019), consonant
with Ring’s (1994a) conjecture that hellish NDEs are cul-
turally-derived elaborations of inverted NDEs. Support-
ing that conjecture is that the NDEr database of Rommer
(2000, 2002), who found hellish NDEs to be the most com-
mon type of distressing NDE, included three times as many
Catholics as Protestants, and she herself concluded that
religious indoctrination played a role in the type of NDE an
experiencer had. The difference in religious affiliation may
also contribute as well as to the higher rate of distressing
NDEs associated with attempted suicide in the study by
Cassol et al. (2019).

IMPLICATIONS AND APPLICATIONS

Much has been learned in recent years about the prev-
alence and phenomenology of distressing NDEs. | have
described what we know of the prevalence, phenomenolo-
gy, typology, correlates, possible causes, aftereffects, and
common responses of experiencers to distressing NDEs.
Yet much research needs to be done, particularly regarding
their connection to the more common pleasant NDEs, the
possible precipitants of distressing experiences, and their
effect on experiencers’ subsequent values, beliefs, and at-
titudes toward life and death. This summary reflects my in-
terpretation of the data, meager as it is. Explorations into
the phenomenology of other types of dark spiritual expe-
rience may shed light on the imagery of distressing NDEs.
For example, sleep paralysis has been found to be more
common in near-death experiencers, and both experiences
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have a common link to REM intrusion (Nelson, Mattingly,
Lee, et al., 2006), but phenomenological similarities be-
tween the two experiences have not been investigated.
Likewise, the content of NDEs and that of psychedelic
drug experiences may both be influenced by context (Gar-
field, 1979); and Ring (1994a, 1994b, 1996) noted that dis-
tressing void NDEs share some common sensations with
drug-induced states, suggesting that further exploration of
psychedelic experiences may help us understand the phe-
nomenology of distressing NDEs. Additional findings from
future research into distressing NDEs may well yield dif-
ferent understandings of the different possible causes or
precipitants, and the different ways experiencers react to,
these distressing but profound spiritual experiences.
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Anyone interested in the history of Spiritualism should read this book. Alan Gould
is a former president of the Society for Psychical Research and well-known for his pre-
vious outstanding books: The Founders of Psychical Research (1968), Poltergeists (1979,
with Tony Cornell), Mediumship and Survival: A Century of Investigations (1983), and Histo-
ry of Hypnotism (1992). The Heyday of Mental Mediumship 1880s-1930s extends this lega-
cy. Gauld discusses the personalities, backgrounds, and the social interactions of major
investigators and mental mediums of this era.

Although a major focus is on Leonora Piper, other mediums, and the “cross-cor-
respondences,” are also discussed. Cross-correspondences refer to fragmentary phras-
es, written or spoken by geographically distant mediums or automatists, which can be
fit together to form coherent messages. These messages, when assembled, seemed to
originate from a specific deceased person (Frederic Myers, for example). The messages
were complex and specific, making it seem unlikely that they originated from the minds
of individual mediums. As a result, the cross-correspondences constitute evidence sup-
porting belief in life after death.

Researchers during this era included William James (considered the Father of Ameri-
can psychology), Richard Hodgson (Australian-born psychical researcher), James Harvey
Hyslop (professor of ethics and logic at Columbia University), William Romaine Newbold
(professor of Philosophy at the University of Pennsylvania), Walter Franklin Prince (Epis-
copalian Rector), and John F. Thomas (education administrator). Their efforts, described
by Gaud, demonstrated methodological progression. For example, John F. Thomas, in
the early 1930s, devised an evaluative scheme for calculating the statistical improba-
bility associated with the relationships between séance information and corresponding
facts.

To what degree were these researchers successful? Does their evidence compel
belief in ESP and/or life after death? Gauld describes numerous séances during which
mediums, such as Mrs. Piper, provided valid information about deceased individuals.
Did she hire investigators to gather this information? Could she have guessed the in-
formation through skillful observation or shrewd guessing? Gauld carefully evaluates
the historical data. His conclusion: the probability that skeptical arguments explain all
the evidence is extremely slight. The evidence supports belief in paranormal processes.

Does the evidence support belief in life after death? Although many mediums
provided information unknown to their sitters, perhaps this information was derived
through ESP (the “super-ESP” hypothesis). Spiritualist investigators attempted to re-
fute this argument. They observed that mediums sometimes took on the mannerisms,
accents, verbal peculiarities, and speaking style of a particular deceased person. Many
sitters felt compelled to believe that they were communicating with their loved ones.
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Sometimes “drop-in” communicators (unplanned “spir-
its”) provided information unknown at the time, which
was later verified (seemingly a refutation of the super-ESP
hypothesis). How did proponents of the super-ESP theory
respond? Gauld argues that they must arbitrarily stretch
their arguments, twisting the known facts in quite an
arbitrary way to promote their favored hypothesis. But
Gauld describes cases obscuring this issue. Although
Hodgson, Hyslop, and Newbold felt their finds confirmed
afterlife belief, William James and even Mrs. Piper were
not fully convinced.

The evidence is not crystal clear. Even the best medi-
ums, such as Mrs. Piper, held séances with absurd, falla-
cious, and silly features. Spiritualist mediums often had a
“spirit control,” an entity who acted as a kind of master of
ceremonies during séances. Many spirit controls revealed
absurd qualities. One of Mrs. Piper’s early controls, Dr.
Phinuit, was “a preposterous scoundrel” with “distinctly
suspicious features” (page 43). He claimed to be French
and spoke with a French accent but could not speak or
understand French. Another group of controls, the Im-
perator Band, claimed to be in contact with prominent
Spiritualist figures but failed to pass tests evaluating this
claim. Instead, they offered preposterous, sometimes
contradictory, “teachings.”

Seemingly good evidence was often mixed with ab-
surdity. One of Mrs. Piper’s controls, George Pellow,
correctly identified his former friends, a remarkable
ability. Mrs. Piper’s investigator, Richard Hodgson, be-
lieved Pellow’s spirit was authentic. Another researcher
asked the Pellow spirit about an important philosophical
manuscript that Pellow had authored. The spirit seemed
unaware of this text. During further conversations, the
Pellow spirit revealed deficiencies in his philosophical
understanding, a knowledge inferior to that of the living
Pellow. The living George Pellow knew Latin and ancient
Greek, but the spirit struggled to translate simple Latin
and Greek sentences.

Perhaps most amusing among these absurdities was
the strange saga surrounding Dean Bridgman Conner.
Conner, an American working in Mexico, fell ill and died
in 1885. His father had a vivid dream in which Conner
told him that he was not dead but was a captive. Richard
Hodgson took Dean’s effects to Mrs. Piper, seeking to gain
insights regarding the story’s validity. Mrs. Piper’s spirit
control, George Pellow, provided Conner’s name (demon-
strating ESP, it seems). Pellow’s spirit then provided a se-
ries of cues with the goal of helping investigators locate
Conner. An agent, following these cues, searched speci-
fied locations. He was told by Pellow’s spirit that he was
extremely close. In the end, the endeavor turned out to
be completely bogus. Dean Conner was confirmed to have
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died in Mexico City. Gauld writes, “The Piper communi-
cators would maintain errors and absurdities with great
persistence, preferring to wriggle and find excuses rather
than admit they had been wrong; and they would do this
despite the trouble and distress that their continued er-
rors might cause to those involved on ‘this side. Such be-
havior was all the odder in that Mrs. Piper herself seems
from all accounts to have been a decent and sympathetic
individual” (page 131).

What should we conclude? William James states (with
reference to Mrs. Piper and Hobson’s spirit), “I remain un-
certain and await more facts” (page 177). We have wait-
ed many decades. Gauld presents the available facts. He
notes that the types of powerful mediums investigated
during the Spiritualist era do not exist today. In reference
to life after death, he writes: “We.... find ourselves with
a hypothesis that no empirical investigation can confirm
or disconfirm, which is a situation most scientists would
regard as undesirable if not unscientific” (page 242).

Gauld mentions possible paths toward resolution.
Some people pin their hopes on quantum theory. My
opinion: Progress within quantum mechanisms seems
to lead to increasing levels of puzzlement. We must wait
for resolution. Other theorists argue that ideas from pan-
theism, coinciding with quantum theory, offer an answer.
In harmony with this, the ancient Hindus stated, “Every-
thing is consciousness, and thou art that” My question:
Does this allow testable hypotheses?

The quirkiness within the Spiritualist “evidence” co-
incides with what George Hansen (2001) has labeled the
“Trickster.” The Trickster is an archetype within mythol-
ogy, folklore, and anthropology, associated with disrup-
tion, deception, psi phenomena, and marginality. The
Trickster is mischievous, crafty, deceitful, and clever. The
Trickster rejects established doctrines, boundaries, and
norms. Some parapsychologists argue that the Trickster
explains parapsychology’s difficulties with replicabili-
ty. The Spiritualist Trickster seems equally powerful. It
tarnishes both super-ESP and Spiritualist explanations
through its absurdity.

What does the evidence imply? Gauld refers to a “sci-
entific stalemate,” an inability to reach satisfactory con-
clusions. My opinion: the evidence offers an unacceptable
image of the afterlife. The evidence suggests that some
deceased people, probably a minority, survive bodily
death. Mediums’ messages portray them as suffering
from selective memory loss, reduced empathy, and moral
deficiency, possible symptoms of brain damage. This idea
is unsatisfactory. Who wants to believe this?

The Trickster idea, present throughout history, pro-
vides a hypothesis. It predicts that future psychical re-
searchers will not generate evidence acceptable to the
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mainstream scientific community. My opinion: Social sci-
entific research strategies regarding belief allow testable
hypotheses (McClenon, 2002). Anomalous experiences
shape belief in spirits, souls, life after death, and magical
abilities.

No matter what the reader’s predisposition regarding
ESP or life after death, | predict that most readers will find
this book to be well-written, informative, and historically
well-grounded. Gauld offers a clear-eyed portrayal of the
information he evaluates. This book constitutes a major
contribution to the literature regarding mental medium-
ship.
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It seems appropriate to begin this review with the disclosure that | have a Ph.D.
in cognitive psychology and was, for many years, a licensed clinical psychologist. | left
the profession in 1993 to take a cold, hard look at what it had become and long ago
dismissed the notion that clinical psychology is headed in the direction of becoming a
science.

It wasn't the title that attracted me to this book; what drew my attention was the
subtitle - A Tribute to the Life and Works of Scott O. Lilienfeld.

The name rang a bell; | found myself recalling vividly how, in the 1990s, this out-
spoken psychologist was sounding alarms about harmful therapies, openly question-
ing pervasive psychological “truths”, and stressing the importance of distinguishing
between science and pseudo(or junk)science. He had been critiquing from inside the
profession many of the things | was more brutally challenging from outside. | had never
met him, so | was curious to learn more about him and about those who were, a quarter
century later, paying tribute to him.

The impetus for the creation of this book was his death on September 30, 2020, at
age 59, from pancreatic cancer. Having recently become intrigued by eulogy writing as
a particularly powerful literary form, | was rather hoping that it would read like a col-
lection of eulogies.

It certainly starts off that way. The Preface, jointly written by three colleagues,
each of whom was both a friend and frequent collaborator, reads like an uncommonly
well-written eulogy. It presents Scott Lilienfeld as a preeminent scholar imbued with
exceptional intellect and integrity, a long list of human qualities, and a mission to ed-
ucate a wide audience, within and outside his profession, on the virtues of a scientific
mindset.

The book is an anthology. Structured in five sections, it is comprised of a total of
twenty-one chapters, most of which are co-authored by three or more people. So, nat-
urally, there is no uniform flow. The writing styles range from the informal and personal
to the academic and topic-focused. It is not an easy read, noris it an easy book to review.

On my first read-through, | was inclined to skim chapters that seemed too dense.
When | reached the end, | wasn’t sure of my overall reaction. But, based on the number
of post-its I'd stuck onto pages, it was obvious that I'd gained something from reading it.

So, | set myself the task of reading the book again, this time looking more closely at
those chapters I had initially skimmed, reflecting on each section and identifying in each
a single chapter that had evoked a particularly strong reaction and, then, asking myself
what makes this book a worthwhile read.

Section 1, Personal Reflections, is comprised of three chapters, each written by
someone whose relationship, both personal and professional, with Scott Lilienfeld was
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particularly close. In each, he comes across as a beloved,
prolific “workaholic” for whom no boundary existed be-
tween life and work - or work and play. Choosing only one
chapter to comment on wasn’t easy; however, the one
that kept drawing me back was the chapter written by his
wife, Candice Basterfield. She affectionately describes
him as a generalist in a climate of specialists who, while
in love with psychology, was concerned about trends
toward ideological uniformity and orthodoxy. In paying
homage to him, she provides a sweeping review of his ed-
ucation, academic career, research, teaching, mentoring,
writing, and courageous forays into ideological battle-
fields. Toward the end of the chapter, she draws attention
to something he had said in an address to a Division of the
American Psychological Association (APA) back in 1998:

...as academic clinical psychologists we have not
done enough to popularize our findings and to
communicate the scientific side of our discipline
to the general public...we have done little to as-
sist the public with distinguishing those practic-
es within popular psychology that are scientific
from those that are not. (p.14)

This quote stuck with me. As | was reading, it would
often pop into my head, alerting me to a theme that runs
through this book.

Section I, Science and Pseudoscience in Clinical Psy-
chology is comprised of four chapters that might well be
considered “the meat” of this book. Selecting just one to
comment on proved impossible, so, ultimately, | had to
limit myself to commenting briefly on the first chapter
and then focusing on the third.

The first chapter gets across the importance of under-
standing science, its limitations, the dangers of scientism
- an all-too-prevalent, irrationally positive view of science
that turns it into something akin to a faith, and the impor-
tance of rationalism (a major component of which is crit-
icism) in addressing questions and examining beliefs. The
authors state that “a good part of Lilienfeld’s work can be
construed as an attempt to understand science and what
might interfere with good science, as well as to apply this
understanding to real-world problems "(p.51) And they
identify as major influences on his work the thinking of
meta-scientists Carl Sagan and Karl Popper and the body
of work directed at countering cognitive limitations such
as “confirmation bias”.

The third chapter, Intellectual Humility: Definitions,
Questions, and Scott Lilienfeld as a Case Example, begins by
pointing out that humans are notoriously unaware of the
pervasiveness of our own cognitive biases. It, then, intro-
duces intellectual humility (IH) as one potential remedy
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for this blind spot, summarizes efforts to conceptualize
and measure it, and considers the implications training in
IH could have for psychological science - academia gener-
ally - and for the future of society. Acknowledging Scott
Lilienfeld’s contribution it presents him as someone who
not only studied IH but took it so seriously that he came
to embody it. This quote from the chapter captures some-
thing of what this means:

Lilienfeld strove to advance psychological sci-
ence with an open mind and respectful voice.
His writings and efforts reflect the imperative to
question ‘conventional wisdom’ and maintain a
stance of being open to findings that falsify our
own cherished beliefs. (p.118)

Section Ill, Assessment and Psychopathology, is com-
prised of five chapters which, taken together, get across
how data doesn’t speak for itself, numbers can mislead,
measurement doesn’t necessarily make it real, and ex-
ploring what diagnostic labels mean (and whether they
mean what we think they do) can be very, very tricky.

Because Scott Lilienfeld was an expert in the psy-
chometric assessment of psychopathy - a familiar term
that most everyone thinks they understand, | chose to
focus on the chapter titled The Nomological Net of Scott
Lilienfeld’s Psychopathic Personality Inventory Scales. The
seven co-authors state upfront that it “reads more like an
empirical-research journal publication than a ‘tradition-
al’ chapter.(p.253) Reporting on three research studies
conducted by them, it definitely does read like an aca-
demic paper. But, as eventually | came to realize, that is
not necessarily a bad thing. What this chapter manages to
do, in a somewhat novel way, is introduce a research area
to which Lilienfeld was a major contributor and demon-
strate how this scholarly research is conducted and the
thinking that goes into interpreting the data. It provides,
also a glimpse into a broader area of scientific psychology
- one that, in addition to taking a less slanted (good/bad)
look at psychopathy, is exploring an alternative to the psy-
chiatric (diagnostic) approach to personality disorders -
and to psychopathology generally.

Section IV, Psychotherapy: Critical Issues and New Di-
rections, is comprised of four chapters. The first provides
an overview of how the APA has been developing clinical
practice guidelines and identifying what are now termed
“empirically supported treatments” (ESTs). It credits Scott
Lilienfeld for his role in getting this to happen and for per-
suasively arguing that theoretical plausibility, along with
effectiveness, needs to be shown. The next two focus on
cognitive therapy (or cognitive behavior therapy), which
is based on a theory developed within scientific psycholo-
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gy and whose effectiveness is arguably well supported by
research. The fourth chapter got my attention because of
the pithy title, When Psychotherapy Fails. Scott Lilienfeld
was well known for his “first do no harm” stance and for
his tireless involvement in exposing the dark side of in-
terventions such as recovered memory therapy and crit-
ical incident stress debriefing. This chapter begins with
a reference to his 2007 landmark paper in which he ar-
gues that the field of psychology should prioritize efforts
to identify harmful therapies. It then goes on to discuss
some initiatives that have been taken and others that will
need to be taken to ensure that all psychological inter-
ventions, including mainstream therapies, are examined
for possible negative side effects.

Section V, Controversies, Issues, and Future Directions,
is comprised of five chapters on diverse topics extend-
ing far beyond the clinical issues of the previous two sec-
tions. These chapters serve to highlight the astonishing
breadth (and depth) of Scott Lilienfeld’s works and to
draw attention to ongoing efforts to bolster the scientific
side of psychology.

After reflecting on the scope of this closing section
and accepting that it was impossible to summarize, | gave
myself permission to comment briefly on one chapter

704 7

JOURNAL OF SCIENTIFIC EXPLORATION « VOL. 37, NO 4 - WINTER 2023

Tana Dineen

that | found particularly powerful. It puts the spotlight on
the highly contentious, anger-laden, real-world topic of
multiculturalism. And, in so doing, it gets across with ex-
ceptional clarity the essence of what Scott Lilienfeld was
striving for and the magnitude of what he was up against.
The chapter relays how, without pausing to consider what
the word means or to subject this questionable sociopo-
litical framework to scientific scrutiny, the APA formally
endorsed, then institutionalized, this ideology, thereby
involving the profession in actively promoting it and turn-
ing psychologists into pseudo-experts and advocates. It
then discusses the drastically simplistic understanding of
multiculturalism that permeates every area of psycholo-
gy and identifies dangerous pitfalls and major issues that
even now receive little attention. Toward the end, it states
clearly that “if the field of applied psychology wishes to
establish itself as a credible scientific discipline it must
begin to grapple seriously with the many concerns raised
by critics of multiculturalism and not reflexively dismiss
them as illegitimate or racist.” (p.338)

In a nutshell, what | gained from reading this book
was the opportunity to become acquainted (finally) with
Scott O. Lilienfeld. | consider that to have been a privi-
lege.
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It is with a sense of adventure, genuine curiosity, and true skepticism (in the spirit
of William James) that the authors of the text (“the Ghost Gang”) investigate the deeply
human experience of ghosts. Throughout the text, the authors portray a refreshing ap-
proach of “adversarial collaboration” toward the study of ghosts. This particular collabo-
ration dates back to 2017 and culminates in this publication. Here, they seek to bracket
their individual beliefs and positioning regarding paranormal phenomena, in order to
systematically and more deeply explore ghost experiences. As Professor Chris French
points out in his foreword to the text, it is all too easy to be swayed by one’s pre-existing
beliefs and disbeliefs, and that “to be human is to be biased”. He admires the fresh per-
spective adopted in this text as it is both effortful and rewarding to challenge oneself and
embrace one’s blind-spots. This collaborative approach makes space to facilitate new
insights into a very human experience. In addition, the authors advocate a participatory
approach toward research that simultaneously seeks to educate and work with a range
of individuals and groups with interests in ghosts. Participatory research approaches
are at the heart of transpersonal and community-based research. They are aligned with
postmodern and postcolonial approaches that seek to equalize the research playing
field (there are valuable contributions from all members of a team, including the re-
searcher him or herself) and can remove stale academic hierarchies. Adversarial collabo-
ration has the potential to stimulate new, well-designed studies, drawing from different
perspectives and expertise and assembling good-quality data and knowledge.

The introductory chapter highlights the global nature of the “Ghost gang” collab-
oration, which seeks to explore all aspects of ghost experiences without falling into
pitfalls of “dogmatic perspectives that these experiences either are “entirely or never”
paranormal. It is simply more productive to acknowledge what we confidently know
about these occurrences versus not” (p. 7). This is in stark contrast to many academ-
ic explorations of these phenomena and succeeds in going back to the experiences
themselves. The introductory chapter leads us into an accessible, conversational, yet
academic discussion that rests on a systems perspective toward understanding ghosts.
The authors present their theory of Haunted People Syndrome (HP-S) that understands
ghost phenomena from psychological, social, and environmental perspectives. The gen-
eral stance is critical yet open-minded; of ruling out the plethora of normal explanations
before considering parapsychological ones. This is the ideal approach for science as it is
clear that the authors seek to keep the door open for explanations that are more anom-
alous in their balanced and nuanced perspective (that is deeply refreshing).

The book is organized into a series of chapters that break down the concept of HP-S
into its constituent parts. We begin with a chapter titled “Spectral Signs or Symptoms”,
in which the authors explore the concept of a ghost by introducing the idea of a Haunt
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Hierarchy. They articulate how a “ghost” is inferred via
various anomalous phenomena that includes a collection
of increasingly anomalous objective (O) and subjective (S)
anomalies. Objective anomalies refer to events that occur
externally that can often be measured (for example, cold
areas and the strange behavior of mechanical equipment,
among others). Subjective anomalies refer to psycho-
logical events that a person might report (for example,
negative feelings, perceiving an invisible presence, anom-
alous sensations in the body, among others). Intriguingly,
subjective and objective anomalies tend to co-occur, are
fundamentally intertwined, and are not statistically sepa-
rate. As such, ghost experiences emerge as psychological
interactions with the physical environment. Intriguingly,
the haunt hierarchy reflects one statistical factor that
plays out as a thermometer of gradually increasing haunt-
ing intensity. Anomalous phenomena that are more com-
mon and probable are depicted at the bottom of the ther-
mometer (low intensity), while anomalous phenomena
that are less likely and more anomalous are depicted at
the top of the thermometer (high intensity). In turn, the
authors describe how a haunting experience can increase
in intensity as it develops and that ghost phenomena re-
flect an intriguing recipe of interacting components. The
haunt hierarchy plays out differently for spontaneous ex-
periences in comparison to those emerging in other sce-
narios. For example, for groups who are primed toward
paranormal explanations, expectations, and prior sche-
mata interact with the ways in which these interactions
play out and are interpreted (the framework plays a key
role). The authors unpack this more systematically later
in the book as they elaborate on their model.

As the first chapter progresses, the authors challenge
the oft-cited difference between hauntings and polter-
geists via statistical modeling. Their research suggests
that these phenomena can both be understood according
to the haunt hierarchy but that the order in which anom-
alies occur are a little different. They move to fuse these
superficially distinct phenomena into one category reflec-
tive of “ghostly episodes”. This makes a lot of sense, given
that many haunting experiences include physical phe-
nomena but do not always include apparitions (Alvarado
& Zingrone, 1995). In addition, there are a subset of pol-
tergeist cases that break the usual mold of a living-agent
induced RSPK explanation (Roll, 1977). Ghostly episodes
actually seem to comprise a family tree of anomalies that
shift according to social, religious, cultural, and situation-
al contexts in which these phenomena play out.

The psychological ingredients (symptoms) of a ghost
are further unpacked by linking ghost experiences to oth-
er human experiences. Related experiences include mass
psychogenic illness, imaginary friends that seem to come
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alive, and group stalking. Although these seem to be su-
perficially distinct, they actually share common features
with ghost phenomena and can be successfully mapped
according to the haunt hierarchy As such, the “syndrome
model” may not always be associated with a paranormal
interpretation and may sometimes occur “incognito”.
Traits common across these related experiences include in-
creased sensitivity to environmental factors, tendencies to
focus on body-based symptoms, attributions of events to
an external agent (psychogenic illness); very strong imagi-
nary tendencies such that imagined others take on life-like
qualities, perceived agency (imaginary friends), and feel-
ings of surv