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objections to studying the supernatural, but 
psychologists are not concerned with the supernatural 
per se. We are, however, interested in the full range of 
human experience and some of these experiences are 
what we call anomalous, meaning outside the normal 
range of easily explained day-to-day phenomena. We 
can study the psychological basis of experiences like 
ghost sightings while remaining neutral or sceptical 
about the existence of supernatural entities.

Ghost sightings and sleep 
paralysis
Many reported supernatural experiences take place 
when people wake up in the night. It is believed that 
it is possible to ‘wake’ into a hybrid state of sleep and 
consciousness. In this state we are paralysed from the 
neck down (as we are throughout REM sleep when our 
most vivid and complex dreams take place), but our 
eyes can open and our dreams continue, incorporating 

The psychology 
of ghosts
Matt Jarvis discusses psychological 
perspectives on supernatural experiences

When I worked in teacher training, my ‘patch’ 
of schools included the Cannock Chase 
area in south Staffordshire. I must say that I 

never had any even slightly unusual experiences there. 
However, a glance at the recent news suggests that I 
might have had a lucky escape. In January this year a 
rash of sightings of the ‘Slender Man’ — a terrifying 8 ft 
tall humanoid figure with a white face and red eyes — 
were reported. A little over a year ago there were enough 
reports of sightings of the ‘Black Eyed Child’ to make 
the national news sit up and take notice. You may like 
to begin by reading news reports of these experiences:

www.tinyurl.com/z5pmlj7
www.tinyurl.com/mhgblle
I use the word ‘experiences’ rather than ‘events’ 

advisedly. You may have religious or scientific 
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Activities
1 Investigate whether people who believe in 

ghosts also believe in other personality-related 
phenomena — for example, conspiracy theories 
or alien abduction. Design a way to measure 
the two beliefs and look for a correlation 
between them. A good brief and debrief and 
consideration of privacy and confidentiality 
issues will be essential. Have your teacher vet 
your design for ethics before you begin.

2 Consider whether the study of anomalous 
experience should be part of respectable 
psychology. This would make a good debate. 
Consider ideas like testability and the reputation 
of the discipline, but also what the layperson 
demands from psychology and the possible 
consequences of leaving anomalous experience 
to non-scientists.

what we can see from our beds. Typically people 
experiencing this kind of paralysis attack recall feeling 
a strong sense of a ‘presence.’

The visual experience that follows tends to be 
in line with cultural expectations. Thus, Europeans 
in the Middle Ages saw witches or demons, while 
contemporary Americans are more likely to see aliens. 
This correspondence between cultural expectations and 
experience is known as the cultural source hypothesis 
(Hufford 1989). Several people who reported seeing 
the Slender Man did so on waking in the night. It is 
possible that, on half waking and finding themselves 
in a state of sleep paralysis, Cannock Chase residents 
have incorporated the recent stories of local Slender 
Man sightings into their dreams. You can read an 
interview with David Hufford, who has extensively 
studied paralysis attacks, here:

www.tinyurl.com/za4osq7

The fantasy-prone personality
Obviously not all experiences of ghost sighting take 
place during sleep, so sleep paralysis is only a partial 
explanation for ghost sightings. Another line of 
research has looked at the fantasy-prone personality. 

In a study of hypnotic suggestibility Wilson and 
Barber (1983) identified a personality type which has 
vivid visual experiences and who spent much of their 
childhood in a fantasy world. Sixty-four percent of this 
group reported having seen monsters, compared with 
8% of a control group. Nickell (1996) tested fantasy-
proneness in 13 people who reported experiences 
of alien abduction. All 13 showed most or all of the 
seven characteristics of the fantasy-prone personality: 
hypnotic susceptibility, imaginary friends, reported 
psychic experiences such as telepathy, out of body 
experiences, waking dreams, seeing ghosts or monsters 
when under hypnosis, and experiences of spiritual 
communication. 

It may be that, although there are probably no more 
fantasy-prone personalities in Cannock Chase than 
elsewhere, there are enough to explain the waking 
sightings of the Slender Man and the Black Eyed Child.

Cognition and tricks of the light
Some ghost-sightings are probably tricks of the light. 
We are ‘hard-wired’ to see what we are expecting to 
see, and in particular to interpret patterns of light and 
shade as human faces. It may be that once people in an 
area like Cannock Chase expect to see the Slender Man 
or Black Eyed Child, their visual processing of ordinary 
sights like trees or bushes does the rest. Psychologist 
Richard Wiseman has studied places where ghosts are 
frequently reported and has recreated them in virtual 
reality (Sykes and Wiseman 2006). He found that 
people report similar sightings in virtual reality to real 
space, supporting the idea that apparent ghosts are 
simply visual phenomena. You can read a news article 
about such ‘sightings’ here: 

www.tinyurl.com/b29pcn
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