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ABSTRACT. The authors investigated the effects of relig fosity and negative affect on
heliefs in the puranormal and supernatural amonz 94 unde graduate students enrolied in
peychology classes at 2 small, private U.S. university. The hypothesized that religiosity
would predict differential beliefs in the supernatural versus the paranormal but that nega-
tive affect would attenuate these beliefs. In addition, the asthors predicted that belief in
the supernatural and negative affect would internct to pre lict belief in the paranornal.
Overall, the results were consistent with predictions. The re igious participangs were skep-
tical of parsnormal pheromena but were accepting of sup rnatural phenomena. In addi-
tion, increased reports of negative affect over the precedi g vear appeared to attenuate
belief in the supernatural for the religious participants. By contrast, for the nonreligious
participants. invreased belief in both the supernatural and prranormal was predicted when
reports of negative affect were high. Finally, the irteraction f supernatural belief and neg-
ative affect significantly predicted belief in the paranormal
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RESEARCHERS HAVE FREQUENTLY USEDR tae terms parcenormal and
supernaiuraf interchangeably in the empirical litery jure. However, factor ana-
Iytic studies (Grimmer & White, 1990; Haraldsson ¢ Houtkooper, 1596; John-
ston, de Groot, & Spanos, 1595) of belief ir the para 1ormal have indicated that
certain individuals do make distinctions between pa anormal phenomena {e.g.,
extra-sensory perception, or ESP: telekinesis; clairve yance; precogrition; com-
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munication with the dead} and the supernatural phenomena typically associat-
ed with Christian beiief systems (the activity of supernatural agents such as
engels or demons, the present-day occurrence of miracles, the causal power of
prayer}.

The thoughtful reader may obiect to the foregoing distinction in terminology,
noting that the division is ambiguous, at best. And yet, certain populations do
make such distinctions. Why people make such discriminations appears to depend
on whether they have preexisting religious beliefs (Clarke, 1995). Prior beliefs
may influence which phenomena are accepted as credible occurrences and which
are treated with skepticism. Indeed, Christians may express disbelief about ESP
or telekinesis but believe in guardian angels. We refer (o this bias as metaphysical
chauvinism, wherchy one rejects certain quasi-empirical claims if they arc not
consistent with one's metaphysical assumptions, despite simuftaneously holding
beliefs that are equally unverifiable from an empirical point of view.

In the present study, however, we have contended that metaphysical chan-
vinism is shaped not only by prior religious belief but also by the life experiences
of the individual. Consequently, researchers should address not only why certain
individuals discriminate between these phenomena but afso how their belicf sys-
tems change and evolve in response to life experiences.

Constructivist cognitive psychologists have noted that cognitive struciures
are continuaily construcied and revised to assist in explaining and predicting
experience (Mahoney, 1991). Cognitive structures, such as the higher level belief
systems just described, give meaning to people’s experiences and assist them in
making sense of the {lux of daily existence (Hayek, 1952). As noted, these struc-
tures are not static. Belief systems are fluic and dynamic; they adjust to the feed-
back gleaned from experience (Guidano & Liotti, 1983; Mahoney). Although
beliefs in the paranormal or the supernatural are not {acit, “core-ordering” cog-
nitive schemas, they are higher level cognitive products generated by more fun-
damental cognitive structures {Mahouey). Counsequently, we hypothesized (a)
that paranormal and supernaturzl belief systems wouid be dynamic and
zdjustable and (b) that changes in these beliefs would be symptomatic of the indi-
viduals® attempts to make scnse of their experiences. Consistent with the cogni-
tive constructivist models, we proposed that such adjustments would occur when
the individua! had experienced prolonged ncgative affect (Mahorey). During
such pericds, life cognitive structures are subject to revision, because prolonged
negative affect may indicate a mismatch between cognitive structure and cnvi-
ronment. In short, we hypothesized that shifts from skepticism to belief or from
belief to skepticism would be intimately linked with ap individusl’s emotional
experience. Consequently, we predicted that an initial skepticism for both the
paranormal and supernatural would give way to increasing belief after prolonged
experiences of negative affect and, comversely, that a previously keld beliof
would diminish during prolonged expericnces of negative affect.

However, prior biases may constrain the direction of the cognitive structure’s
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evolution. People’s searches for consistency between i;heir experiences and their
internal models of the world can proceed in a varietéf of directions. Yet, some
changes may ke more easily accommodated. In this view, although religiosity
may create differential beliefs in the paranormel vers is the supernatural, super-
natural beiinf is similar io paranormal belief in its arceptance of nonempirical
cause and effect. Thus, although metaphysical biases initially exist, they may
break down more easily than does a comprehensive shift from beiief toward a
gruss skepticisin for all guasi-empirical phenomnens. |In short. prior biases may
actually kide an underlying FE‘LdLSpDﬂL on toward @ paiticular belief system if the
resuliing belief system is refatively computible w th breviously held beliefs. In
support of this argument, some researchers have drrwflv indicated that prior reli-
gious faith can be predictive of p&mnorm&i nelict .MJ cBonald, 1995; Schumak-
er. 1987; Williams. Taylor, & Hintze, (989

Although the actual content of paranonnzl and supernatural belisfs might
strike some readers as trivial, we thought that an exp.bration: of the dynamics of
these higher level cognitive struciures was imipertant. Any sttempt (o explore the
fluidity of humen belief, opinion, and skepicism seamed worthy of scientific
attention. We examined beliefs in the s;upn:mamml:and paranormal because,
aithough they seem very similar in actual content, mjiny populations make dis-
tinctions between them. The present study was ap tempt to understand why
such distinctions are made and under what circumstznces such dislinctions may
break down. Such investizations may Hlominaie why people belicve what they
believe and may describe the dynamic nature of these beliefs. OFf particular inter-
csl were those variables that predict when ard how plople revise their beliefs to
adopt new ways of viewing the worid around them.

The bas:c purpase of the present study was to irivestigate the nature of dif-
ferentizl beliels in the paranormal and supernaturat aid the effects of proionged
negative affect on those beliefs. On the basis of the al guments described earlier,
we made the ‘oHowing predictions. First, religiosity, would predict differential
beliefs in the supernatural and the paranornal: The roligious participants would
rate supernatural phenomena as more believable tham paranormal phenomena (2
replication of the metaphysical chauvinism bias); thi nonreligious narticipants
woutid not display this sort of differential belief.

Second, we posited that negative affect wouid interact with religiosity to pre-
dict erosicn of belief or disbelie! in the supernatural znd in the paranormal. For
the religious participants with increased negative affel:t. Selief in the supernatur-
al would decline as a consequence of disilusionmerit with a belief system in
which there was prolonged negative feedback from thy ervironment. For the non-
religions participanis without prior religious biases dnd with increased negative
affect, beliefs would increase in both the supernaturil and the peranormal as a
product of adjustments in cogritive siructures in resppnse o prolonged negative
tecdback. Phenomenologically, this would be interiweted as the participant’s
sesrch for anawers about the causes of their curread) life circumstances. There-
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fore, we hypothesized that the predicted increases in belief would be evidence
that this search included metaphysical explanations and solutions.

Last, although we predicted that disiliusionment with the supernatural would
increase for the religious participants with prolonged negative affect, we also
predicied that a prior belief in the supernatural would predispose the participants
to increased belief in the paranormal. Consequently, we posited an interaction
between belief in the supernatural and negative affect in predicting belief in the
paranormal. Specifically, a prior belief in the supernatural would predict
increased belief in the paranormal with increased negative affect.

Method

Participants and Procedure

The participants were 94 undergraduate students (mean age = 21 years,
S0 = 1.69; 63% women) cnroiled in psychology classes at David Lipscomb Uni-
versity, a small (fewer than 3,000 students), private, Christian-affiliated institu-
tion in Nashville, TN. The participants completed measares of negative affect,
religiosity, belief in the supernatural, and belief in the paranormal. They received
course credit for participation.

Assessment of Variables

Negative affect. We assessed ncgative affect by using the 10-item {e.g., “dis-
tressed,” “upset”) Negative Affect subscale of the Positive and Negative Affect
Schedule (Watson & Clark, 1990). We asked the participants to rate the items on
a Likert-type scale (} = very slightly or not at all, 5 = extremely) according {0
their expericnce of negative emotions “over the past vear.” The Negative Affect
subscale yielded an aipha coefficient of .81 in this sample.

Religiosity. In the rating of religiosity, the participants rated z single item, “How
refigious are you7” on a S-point Likert-type scale (1 = not at all, 5 = extremely).

We obtained ratings of belief in the supematural and the paranormat by hav-
ing the students rate the extent of their beliefs in a variety of supernatural and
parancrmal phenomena.

Belief in the supernatural. On the Belief in Supernatural Scale (BIS), developed
for the present study, the students rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 ={don'r
believe this, 5 = [ definitely believe this) the magnitude of their belief for 8 items
describing varicus supernatural phenomena (e.g.,“Angels exist and, at timcs,
interact with carthly events,” “Miracles have occurred and, at times, continue to
occur,” and “God communicaies with people directly with words or strong feel-
ings”). The BIS items yiclded an alpha coefficient of .81. In addition, s principal
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wmpmem analysis mdi catcd that a single {actor solurion explained most of the
variance between BIS jtems (eigenvalue = 3.53. 44,49 - of variance).

Belief in the parancrmal. On the Paranormal Quzstion taire (P(3), also developed
fur the present study, the students rated on a 3-puin. Litert-type scale {1 = Fdon ¥
believe this, 5 = I definitely belicve this) the magnitude of their belief for 11 items
describing various paranormal phenomens {¢.g., “tiie use of ESP for communi-
cation,” “the abiiity of drcams (o anticipate futire eve its,” and “commupication
and/or contact, direct or indirect, with spiritial entitie : or the souls of deceased
persons”). The PG items vielded an alpha coelficier. of 71, As with the BIS
items, a principal component analysis of PO iiems indi rated that most of the vari-
ance between these items was best zccounted for 2y i single factor (eigenvalue
= 3.76, 34.2% of varance).

Besnlis

Religiosity was not signiticanmily correlared with belief in the supernatural.
=15, p > 05. However, we noted & marginally sign ficant negative correlation
between religiosity and belief in the paranorma:, » = =23, p = 06. Expericnces
of negative zffect over the preceding vear were pusitvely correlated with belief
in the paranormal, r = .25, p < .02, Consistent with the factor analytic studies
concerning the structure of poranormal belief (Gri ner & White, 1990; Har-
aldsson & Houtkooper. 1996; fohnstor. et al., 1935}, 51 permatural beltef end para-
normal beliel were unrelated, » = D1,

Megutive Affect and Religiosity as Predictors of Belie," in the Porancrmal

To test for the effects of negative affec: on reliy tosity in predicting belief
in the paranormal, we conducted a two-step bierar-hical regression equation
predicting belief in the parancrmal. Before the anal rsis, we centered negutive
affect and religiosity scores by calculating the mear deviation scores for each
variable for each pasticipant. On Step [ o the squation, we entercd the two
centered predictor variables {negative affect aad rel giosity). On Siep 2 of the
equation, we eatered the interaction term of the certered predictors (Negative
Afect x Religiositv) 1o test for the presence of an i1 teraction between the pre-
dictors.

The overall prediction was significant. (3, 88. = 3.68, p < .02, R = .33,
Axn analysis of the predictors revealed that the interiction term was not signif-
icant but that each of the prediciors made a signific .nt contribution in predict-
ing belief in the paranormal. High religiosity predic ted lower scores for belief
in the paranormal, 3 = —22, r = -2.14, p < .04, whireas high scores for nega-
tive atfect dmmg the preceding year predicied greator beiief in the paracormal,
=25 r=251p< .02
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Negative Affect and Religiosity as Prediciors of Belief in the Supernatural

To examine the effects of negative affect and religiosity in predicting belief
in the supernatural, we conducted a similar two-step regression equation, this
time predicting supernatural belicf. We again entered the centered predictor vari-
ables (negative affect and religiosity) on Step 1 of the equation, with the interac-
tion term entcred on Step 2.

The overzll prediction of supematural belief was significant, #(3, 87 = 2.79,
p < .05, R =30, An analysis of the predictors reveated no main effects for either
negative affect or religiosity. However, a significant interaction between negative
affect and religiosity did predict belief in the supernatural, AR® = 07, (1. 87} =
651, p < .02

To examine the interaction, as recommended by Aiken and West (1991}, we
plotted the simple regression: lines for high, medium, and low scores for each of
the predictors in predicting supernatural belief (Figure 1). As can be seen, a clear
crossover interaction was present. For the nonreligious participants, belief in the
supernatural increased as ratings of negative affect increased. Alternatively, for
the reiigious participanis, belief in the supernatural eroded as ratings of negative
affect increased.

in conjunction with the findings from the first regression equation predict-
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ing paranormal belief, the picture for the nonveligicu- and religious participants
appears clear. For the nonreligious participants, belief oth in the paranormal and
in the supermatura: increased as reports of negative afiect increased. Alternative-
by, for the religious participants, an cresion of belief i1 the supernatural occurred
as reports of negative affect increased. This erosivn ippeared to occur without
apy voncurrent increases in belief in the parenormal.

Negative Affect and Belief in the Supernatural a5 Pre liciors
of Belief in the Paranormal

Cur prediction was that belief in the supernatura , under certain conditions,
would indicate 2 latent predisposition toward belief in the parznormal. Conse-
quentiy. in the analvses just noted, religiosity. by itselt, would not clearly test this
hypathesis. To tes: this ;‘r@:dic‘;inn direcily, wo used be lief in the supernatural and
negative affect as predictors for belief in the poranor el

Toward this end, we conducted a fina! two-step r gression eguation by using
negative aftect and belief in the supemnatural 2s pred ctors of belief in the para-
porimal. As before, we centered all predictors before ¢ atering them into the equa-
tign and forming the interaction term.

The ovesell equation procicting parancrinal belier wus significant, #(3, 87} =
392, p < 02, R = 35, Negative affect significantly ¢ redicted belief in the para-
nermal, f= 27, r= 254, p < .01, However, this efec: was qualified by the pres-
erce of a seconc-order interaction between negati e affect and belief in the
supermatural, AR = 05, F(1, 87) = 532, p « .03. A before, we plotted simple
regression lincs for high, medium, ard luw scores fr cach of ma predictors 1o
tnterpret the interaction.

Figure 2 displays the interaction predicting be. ef in the paranormal with
negative affect and belief in the supernatural as predi tors. High ratings for helief
i mc, supernatural with low ratings of negaiive affec predicted the most skepti-
cal ratings ‘or belief in the paranormal, However. o3 ratings of negative affect
increased, those sarticipants with high ratings for st pernatural belief predicted
the highes! tovels of belief in the paranormal. This fii ding appears to support the
view that bellel in the supernatural, under cextain e notionut conditions. is sig-
aificantly predictive of belief in the paranormel.

Discussion
The Erosion of Belief and Dishelief
Tverall, the present results present a relilively straightforward picuire for
the participants with iow ratings of religiosity, for vhom both paranormal and

supernatural Deliefs increased as reports of negative affect over the preceding
year increased. It appeared that the nonreligiovs part cipants did not discriniinate
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FEGURE 2, Simple regression lines of high, medium, and low scores for belief
in the supernatural (BIS) and megative affect as prediciors of belief in the
L paransrmal.

between supernatural and paranormal! beliefs. Consequently, for the nonreligious
participants with increased negative affect, we observed a simiiar increase for
belief in the supernatural as belief in the paranormal increased. That the non-
refigious participants did not discriminate between the paranormal and supernat-
ural is most likely attributable to a lack of preexisting religious biases. The
resulis also indicate that both sets of beliefs increased as reports of negative
affect over the past year increasad.

We explained this trend by using a cognitive coustructivist perspective,
according to which people modify cognitive structures (0 generate a fit between
helief and experience. For instance, nonreligious individuals, as their negative
affect increases, may make efforts to alleviate their unpleasant life experiences.
Some of these efforts may involve reevaluations of what can assist them in a given
tife circumstance. Would going to church help? Calling a psychic telephone ser-
vice? Thus, & prolonged experience of negative affect may provide a motivation
for people to explore a vartety of potential solutions or explacations (some meta-
physical) for their current life situations. However, as we suggested, this search is
not constrained by prior religious prejudices for the nonrelfigious participants,
leaving them free o explore a variety of beliefs and metaphysicai explanations.
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What about the refigious participants? The present results paint 2 more com-
plicated picture for the participants with high scores fo- religiosity. As predicted,
the religicns participants were more skeptical of the p.iranormal, o trend consis-
tent with the metaphysical chauvinism seen in factor analytic studies of super-
natural and parancrmal beliefs (Grimmer & Whie, 1990; Harzldsson &
Houtkoaoper, 1996; Johnston et al., 1995). Compared ' vith the skepticism of the
acnreligious participants, that of the religions partic-pants for the paranormal
persisted, even as reports of negative affect increased ver the last year.

By contrast, the degree of belief in the supcrnatunal for the religious partic-
ipants depended largely on their emotional lives aver the past year. If the pre-
ceding year had been relatively free of negative emotic ns, then their belief in the
supernatural was high. Yet, with increased negative a fect during the preceding
year, their belief in the supernatural eroded. This provides an interesting contrast
with the low-religiosity participants. We had predicte 3 that belief in the super-
natural would be at its highest level for two groups: th + nonreligious participants
who reported increased negative affect and the rsligios s participants who report-
ed inttle experience with negative affect.

We interpreted the findings by viewing belief 81d skepticism as extreme
ends of a continuum for a given belief system. A perso1’s beliefs may sit at either
end of this spectrum of belief and disbelief {or somew here in between). If a per-
son is relatively content, happy, and free from nogative affect, then he or she may
feel little internal finpetus to modify his or her cur ent stance {skepticism or
belief). But if negative gifect increases over time, the1 the person may begin o
gravitate toward the opposite end of the contimuum. This mode! Is a vast over-
sirnplification, and 1 poses many more questicns that it answers, However, we
feel that this model may generate testable hypothest s for research concerning
belief systems other than the paranormal ane supema vral.

Biases in Changing Belief Systems

In the preceding section, we discussed independe ¥t changes in beliefs in the
supernatural and in the paranormal. We suggested that | rior belief (regardless of its
content} erodes to skepticism as the person experiesce. prolonged negative affect.
However, because belief in the paranormal and belief - the supernatural are close-
Iy related {as evidenced by parapsvchologists’ groupiag both sets of phenomena
under the single descriptor paranormal), a pefson may 2ravitate toward a different,
but closely reluted, belief system as negative affect increases. If one thinks of belief
systems as occupying & “conceptual search space,” her certain belief systems may
e more closely together than other belief systems within this space. Therefore, if
& person becomes dissatisfied with his or her current beliefs, he or she may begin
to search this space in the conceptual vicinity of the yreviously held beliefs. The
present findings seemn consistent with that suggestion. We predicied that the par-
ticipants who were high in belief in the supernatural but reported little negative
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affect would be the most skeptical about the paranormal. However, as their reporis
of negative affect increased, so did their belief in the paranormal. We feel that this
finding provides support for the position that pricr belief in the supernatural, with
its acceptance of nonempirical cause and effect, may hide an underlying predispo-
sition to accept other kinds of paranormal phenomena.

In conjunction with the previous discussion regarding the contintum of
belief and skepticism for 2 singie belief, ore can now discuss the role of contin-
ua of belief—disbelief for entire networks of related beliefs and observe how
belief and disbelief are adjusted across a span of metaphysical beliefs. Although
there is probably no practical way to asscess concurrent belief—disbelief adjust-
ments across an entire network of related beliefs systems as they respond to life
events, we feel that the resuits of the present study illuminate some of the basic
dynamics for how and when such adjostments zre made.

Limirations and Fuiure Directions

The main limitation of the present study was the participants’ retrospective
assessments of negative affect and concurrent assessments of paranormal and
supernatural beliefs. To test more directly for belief-disbelief adjustments in
response o negative affect, researchers should replicate our study, first control-
ling for prior belief in the supernatural and parancrmal and then examining these
beliefs over time znd in response to negative and positive life events.

En additicon, the present sample of undergraduate students from a private Chris-
tign university clearty limits the generalizability of the results, Future investigators
may want to examine the dynamics of paranormal and supernatural beliefs among
populations without prior religious beliefs. Furthermore, the religious beliefs of
U.S. college students are hardly representative of the reiigious diversity cxisting
worldwide. The distinction between supernatural and paranormal may be an arti-
fact of Western Christian thought. However, our deeper goal was to examine how
two related belief systems, regardiess of their content, are modified in the face of
prior conviction and emotional well-being. Perbaps cross-cultural researchers
could examine associated but separate beliefs in other cultures.

Beyond the foregoing design improvements, future researchers may afso
want to explore or chalienge some of our interpretations. For instance, arc
belief-disbelief adjustments gradual, or are some abrupt? Is an agnostic stance
toward a belief in the middle of a belief-dishelief continuum, or is it g radically
different type of position? Do changes in beliefs persist over time? What are the
immediate and enduring cffects of these changes on emotional functioning? Do
the present findings generalize to other beliefs, values, and attimndes?

To ocur mind, if is most important that future researchers assess the perceived
psychological importance of a given belief. Beliefs vary in how central, deep, or
fundamental they are. Changes in keystone beliefs may create more psychologi-
cal turmoil than changes in beliefs that are not as fundamental. This is, perhaps,
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the most intriguing Limitation of the present study. Ckinges in one's belief con-
cerming ESP can hardly be equated with the types of cognitive upheaval that
accur when one adopts 2 radically new way of secing him- or herself and the
world. Before discrediting the present findings becau e of that limitation, how-
ever, one shou'd note that changes in beliefs in the st pernatural may be poten-
tially travmatic. If people believe that life &s kind through the agency of super-
natural forces but do not experience such bensficerce n their own Hves, then the
magnitude of their disilfusionment and the psycholog cal sequela cannot be dis-
counted as wivial.
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