
Development of Beliefs 
in Paranormal and 

Supernatural Phenomena 

A new study found high levels of fictional paranormal beliefi derived from broadcasts of The X-Files 
in viewers who had never watched The X-Files. An examination of the origins of paranormal and 
supernatural beliefs leads to the creation of two models for their development. We are taught such 

beliefi virtually from infancy. Some are secular, some religious, and some cross over between the two. 
This synergy of cultural indoctrination has implications for science and skeptics. 

CHRISTOPHER H. WHITTLE 

Two important findings emerged from a recent study I 
conducted on learning scientific information from 
prime-time television programming (Whittle 2003). 

The study used an Internet-based survey questionnaire 
posted to Internet chat groups for three popular television 
programs, The X-Files, ER, and Friends. Scientific (and pseu-
doscientific) dialogue from ER and The X-Files collected in a 
nine-month-long content analysis created two scales, ER sci-
ence content and The X-Files pseudoscience content. 
Respondents were asked to agree or disagree with statements 
from each program (such as, "Rene Laennec used a rolled-up 
newspaper as the first stethoscope" [ER], and "The 
Wanshang Dhole, an Asian dog thought to be extinct, has 
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Natural environment 

Figure 1. A comprehensive model of general paranormal belief. 

pre-evolutionary features including a fifth toe pad, a dew claw, 
and a prehensile thumb" [ The X-Files]. 

My first finding, that ER viewers learned specific ER science 
content, is an indicator that entertainment television viewers 
can learn facts and concepts from their favorite television pro-
grams. The second finding was spooky. There was no significant 
difference in the level of pseudoscientific or paranormal belief 
between viewers of ER and The X-Files. This finding does not 
seem surprising in light of Gallup and Harris polls demonstrat-
ing high levels of paranormal belief in the United States, but die 
beliefs assessed in the study were fictional paranormal and 
pseudoscientific beliefs created by the writers of The X-Files. 
Paranormal researchers ask questions such as, "Do you believe in 
astral projection, or the leaving of die body by one's spirit?" My 
research asked, [Do you believe] "[d]uring astral projection, or 
the leaving of die body for short periods of time, a person could 
commit a murder?" A homicidal astral projector was the plot of 
an X-Files episode, but £7? viewers were just as likely to acknowl-
edge belief in that /><7/Hparanormal (a concept beyond the tradi-
tional paranormal) belief as were viewers of The X-Files! 

Perhaps it is as Anderson (1998) pointed out in his 
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SKEPTICAL INQUIRER article "Why Would People Not Believe 
Weird Things," that "almost everything [science] tells us we 

do not want to hear." We are born of primordial slime, 
N. not at the hands of a benevolent and concerned 

\ supreme being who lovingly crafted us from clay; 
\ we are the result of random mutations and 

\ genetic accidents. 
\ V Anderson cited quantum mechanics as a 

\ \ realm of science so fantastic as to have 
\ \ supernatural connotations to the average 

\ \ individual. Quantum physicists distin-
guish virtual particles from real particles, 
blame the collapse of the wave function 

/ on their inability to tell us where the 
/ matter of our universe is at any time, and 

/ / tell us that in parallel universes we may 
/ / have actually dated the most popular cheer-

/ leader or football quarterback in high 
/ school, whereas in this mundane universe, 

/ we did not. It is all relative. Ghosts are a fairly 
/ predictable phenomenon compared to the 

/ we-calculated-it-but-you-cannot-sense-it world of 
/ quantum physics. Most people will agree that ghosts 

' are the souls of the departed, but quantum physicists 
cannot agree on where antimatter goes. It is there but it is 

not. Pseudoscientific and paranormal beliefs provide a sense of 
order and comfort to those who hold them, giving us control 
over the unknown. It is not surprising that such beliefs con-
tinue to flourish in a world as utterly fantastic as ours. 

After researching the paranormal in an effort to discover 
why ER viewers might have the extraordinary paranormal 
beliefs indicated on their survey questionnaires, I constructed 
two models of paranormal belief from my research notes 
(heavily drawn from Goode 2000, Johnston et al. 1995, Irwin 
1993, Vikan and Stein 1993, and Tobacyk and Milford 1983). 
Figure 1 shows the interrelationship between the natural envi-
ronment, human culture, and the individual. The culture and 
the individual maintain General Paranormal Beliefs, which 
consist of at least four relatively independent dimensions: 
Traditional Religious Belief, Paranormal Belief (psi), 
Parabiological Beings, and Folk Paranormal Beliefs (supersti-
tions). Individuals have cognitive, affective, and behavioral 
schema in which these beliefs are organized. Society creates 
and maintains paranormal beliefs through cultural knowledge, 
cultural artifacts (including rituals), and expected cultural 
behaviors. The "Need for control, order, and meaning" 
domain is speculative on the culture side, but supported by 
research on die individual side. The demographic correlates of 
traditional religious paranormal belief and nonreligious para-
normal belief (see Rice 2003, Goode 2000, Irwin 1995, and 
Mailer and Lundeen 1933) are highly variable and generally 
reveal low levels of association. It seems that almost everyone 
has some level of paranormal belief but scientists find few reli-
able predictors of these levels. [See "What Does Education 
Really Do?" by Susan Carol Losh, et al., SKEPTICAL INQUIRER, 
September/October 2003.] 
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A first step in future work is to identify the nonbelicvers in 
paranormal phenomena and then explore why they are non-
believers. Belief in the paranormal begins almost from 
infancy. We need to expand the research on the devel-
opmental stages of belief in die paranormal, and to 
do that we must study young children. 

I have developed a linear model for the 
development of paranormal and supernat-
ural beliefs at the individual level (figure 
2). As children we are taught by parents 
and other adults (indoctrination by 
authority) about our cultures beliefs and 
practices. Our elders' teachings are 
filtered through hard-wired psychologi-
cal processes. These include: control 
(magical) thinking, which allows a help-
less infant to believe that he controls the 
anions of those around him ("Mother fed 
me because I pointed at her and smiled"), 
reducing his frustration level; psychological 
needs and desires, including making order 
and sense out of one's environment, having an 
understanding of one's place in the cosmos, feeling 
in control of one's destiny, and having a fantasy out-
let; and the desire to please and imitate adults. 

We are taught about angels, witches, devils, spirits, 
monsters, gods, etc. virtually in the cradle. Some of these para-
normal beliefs are secular, some are religious, and the most 
pernicious are crossover beliefs, beliefs that are at times secular 
and at other times religious. Santa Claus, angels and vampires, 
ghosts and souls, and the Easter Bunny are examples of cross-
over beliefs. Crossover beliefs are attractive to children (free 
candy and presents), and on that basis they are readily 
accepted. The devils, ghosts, and monsters are reinforced 
through Halloween rituals and the mass media. As the child 
matures, some crossover beliefs, called "teaser" paranormal 
beliefs, are exposed as false. Traditional religious concepts are 
reinforced as "true and real." They give us Santa Claus and wc 
believe in an omniscient, beneficent old elf and then they 
replace Santa with God, who is typically not as generous as 
Santa Claus and whose disapproval has more serious conse-
quences than a lump of coal. We learn about God and Santa 
Claus simultaneously; only later are we told that Santa Claus 
is just a fairy tale and God is real. 

In a synergy of cultural indoctrination and the individual's 
cognitive and affective development, a general belief in the 
paranormal and the supernatural forms. Once we have knowl-
edge of the paranormal, we can then experience it. One can-
not have Bigfoot's baby until one is aware that there is a 
Bigfoot. or aliens, or ghosts. In other words, you cannot see a 
ghost until someone has taught you about ghosts. Counter-
vailing influences, experiential knowledge, and knowledge of 
realistic influence have little effect on paranormal beliefs 
because they are applied after the belief is established through 
cultural and familial authority. 

The dismal statistics presented on the science literacy level 

Figure 2. Cultural and biological origins model of paranormal beliefs and 
experiences in the individual. 

of scientists and science educators by Showers (1993) argued 
against a rapid increase in science literacy. Scientists and sci-
ence educators (1) have high levels of paranormal and pseudo-
scientific belief, (2) do not use their scientific knowledge when 
voting, (3) use nonscientific approaches in personal and social 
decision-making, and (4) do not have high levels of science 
content knowledge outside of their specific disciplines. How 
can we expect nonscientists to think and act scientifically if sci-
entists and science educators do not? If we decide to mount a 
concerted program to disabuse the public of paranormal and 
pseudoscientific beliefs, we must first ask if cultures can sur-
vive without paranormal beliefs. 

The media may provide fodder for pseudoscientific beliefs 
and create new monsters and demons for us to believe in, but 
each individual's culture is responsible for laying the ground-
work for pseudoscientific and paranormal belief to take root. 
We can inform the public through dialogue in entertainment 
television programming about important scientific facts and 
concepts. We can inform the public in formal and informal sci-
ence education environments, but we probably cannot greatly 
reduce paranormal belief without somehow fulfilling the needs 
currently fulfilled by it. Science educators must focus on what 
changes we can make and how to best make those changes. We 
must involve all stakeholders in the discussion of what is an 
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defeat head-on. I provided a good example of such well-
intentioned stereotype reinforcement in an article about 
framing guru Susan Bales (Mooney 2003): 

Some of the failures of well-intentioned groups to understand 
the power of frames would be comical if the stakes weren't so 
high. For instance, teenagers have a terrible reputation among 
the adult public because of the genetal perception of endemic 
teen violence, promiscuity, drug use, and sloth. Thanks in part 
to the media, which frequently depicts teens in the context of 
crimes, accidents, or frivolous pursuits, this stereotypical view 
of adolescents is deeply embedded. . . . 

Most young people are not, in fact, out trashing the neigh-
borhood. But how to change public perceptions? In 1997 the 
National Crime Prevention Council and The Advertising 
Council ran an ad campaign diat proved too clever by half. 
Titled "Prove Them Wrong By Doing Something Right," the 
ads sought to inspire teenagers to subvett anti-youth stereo-
types by becoming active in opposing crime among their 
peers. But the advertisements used harsh stereotypes, such as 
an image of a young skateboarder with his hat on backward 
and the words "Vandal," "Heroin Addict," and "Purse 
Snatcher" superimposed over it. Only in smaller print could 
one read "... all kicked out with the help of kids like me." The 
problem, Bales and company say, is that once you conjure a 
powerful and negative stereotypical frame such as troubled 
teens, you can't just suppress it again. 

I th ink this example runs closely parallel to the 
Brights/atheists case, and clearly demonstrates the shortcom-
ings of the Brights frame. And it doesn't matter whether 
Dawkins or Dennet t or anyone else actually is claiming to be 
brilliant. Simply by announcing the label, the damage has 
already been done. When people—most of whom are religious 
believers—hear that word, the vast majority will likely revert 
to the stereotypical atheists-as-arrogant frame, which has 
already been burned into their psyches. That means the 
Brights label will have failed. In fact, it will have backfired, 
making the anti-atheist stereotype even harder for future athe-
ists to defeat or dislodge in the future. 

Wha t would be a better way to polish the atheist image? I 
have no studies to point to, but there may be a lesson in this 
episode. I suspect that what atheists really need is for people to 
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appropriate level of science literacy. To paraphrase Stephen 
Hawking, then we shall all. science educators, scientists, and 
just ordinary people, be able to take part in the discussion of 
why it is that pseudoscientific beliefs exist. If we find the answer 
to that, it would be the ultimate t r iumph of human reason— 
for then we should know the mind of God. 
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believe that they're likeable, and not so difFerent from every-
body else. So perhaps future atheist message crusaders should 
describe themselves and their brethren as humble , rather than 
angry or sneering or super-smart. In addition, perhaps atheists 
should try to confound expectations, associating themselves 
more with universal human feelings of sympathy, joy, and even 
vulnerability, rather than cold rationality and relentless inquis-
itiveness. I'm not sure, but I do know one th ing—something 
that we all learned in high school. T h e Bright kids aren't always 
the ones with the most friends, and nobody—nobody—likes 
a smart ass. 

Note 
This article was originally published online at www.csicop.org on October 

15. 2003- A note about the subsequent reaction that 1 received concerning it 
may be illuminating. The article prompted over thirty c-mailcd responses, far 
more than any other csicop.org column, which Ivc been writing for a year. 
Of these, virtually all came from skeptics/atheists who wanted to thank me for 
expressing their own bewilderment about the Brights campaign. This suggests 
to me that a lot of skeptic/unbeliever folks were feeling leery about the Brights 
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