
What, exactly, is going on? 
There is a difficulty in explaining

many of these paranormal “sightings.”
At first, one might expect that the wit-
nesses to these phenomena would be
residents of the wilder shores of psycho-
logical instability; however, many of the
people who report these things are sober,
educated, reasonable individuals. Many
are ac tively adverse to publicity, and an
ap preciable fraction of them passes poly-
graph tests. In short, many of these wit-
nesses—in fact, probably the majority of
them—are neither lying nor mentally ill.
They have normal nervous systems, and
they are convinced that they have expe-
rienced something extraordinary. 

Logically, therefore, there are only
two viable explanations for the events
these people claim to experience. Either
Bigfoot, the ghosts, and the Gray aliens
actually exist, or the individual wit-
nesses to these exotic beings have actu-
ally observed and misinterpreted rela-
tively prosaic phenomena. If the latter

is the case, then these misinterpreta-
tions are very literally eyewitness errors
and, as such, are governed by the same
psychological principles that operate in
eyewitness processes in the forensic
world.
Eyewitness Memory and the ‘Paranormal’
On average, most of us think of eyewit-
ness memory in relatively narrow terms,
such as criminal identification via police
lineups. In fact, the eyewitness field has
much broader significance both in the
criminal justice system and beyond.
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Eyewitness to the Paranormal: 
The Experimental Psychology 
of the ‘Unexplained’
Research in experimental psychology has shown that many paranormal sightings fall directly within the realm of
eyewitness memory. Experiments reveal that such “sightings” derive from the psychology of the observers rather
than from supernatural sources. Experiments show these proclivities. 

MATTHEW J. SHARPS 

If many sources on cable TV and the Internet are to be
believed, the world is currently under attack by a variety
of supernatural forces, apparently acting in concert.

Such reports are ubiquitous. Aliens appear at night on de-
serted country roads. The ghosts of hoary and defunct Scot-
tish peers turn up on castle battlements, demanding retri-
bution for ancient defeats at the hands of the Sassenach.
Bigfoot, all eight or nine feet of him, runs past a given cabin
on his way to some cryptozoological tryst—and all of it
winds up on television.
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Every human phenomenon involving
reportage—from recall of childhood
memories in psychotherapy to the ob-
servation of a planetary transit—coa-
lesces around some kind of account of
some variety of human experience. This
means that the processes involved in
eyewitness cognition per se are continu-
ally operating, albeit at a relatively subtle
level, through the entire fabric of human
existence. 

Unfortunately, eyewitness memories
are frequently wrong. In my own work I
have found that people, including and
perhaps especially jurors, tend to think
of the human nervous system as some
kind of digital recorder, faithfully repro-
ducing what we’ve actually seen when, in
fact, nothing could be further from the
truth. Eighty years ago (Bartlett 1932) it
was demonstrated that human memo-
ries become reconfigured—changed in
terms of gist, brevity, and personal belief.
Our memories lose detail; they become
shorter; and what we think we’ve seen
frequently replaces what we’ve actually
seen. These aspects of human memory
have been reconfirmed by modern stud-
ies (e.g., Ahlberg and Sharps 2002) and
have been shown as far back as the 1970s
to be directly important for eyewitness
memory; for example, Loftus (1975)
showed that witnesses will typically “re-
member,” and confidently re port, the
color of a barn in a given scene as red
even when there is no barn in the scene to
be observed. This illustrates the effect of
personal belief on an individual’s mem-
ory. People generally expect barns to be
red; therefore, when Loftus asked exper-
imental witnesses for the color of the
barn they had seen, their imaginations
obligingly provided the most typical
color even though no actual barn had
been presented to them. 

Our recent experimental research has
underscored this effect (Sharps et al.
2009; see also Sharps 2010). In studies
of witness errors derived from a violent
crime scene, the most prevalent error 
(an average of nearly two errors of this
type per witness) was a mistake in the
physique or clothing of a gun-wielding
perpetrator. However, the second most
prevalent error (an average of 1.25 errors

of this type per witness) was one of “in-
ference, extrapolation, or imagination”:
in other words, the average witness sim-
ply made up, out of whole cloth, one and
one-quarter nonexistent “facts” about a
given violent crime. 
‘Seeing’ the Supernatural
Human memory, therefore, is malleable:
what you see is not necessarily what you
get. This concept has obvious relevance
to sightings of the “unexplained.” It is
clearly possible for a human being—for
example, at twilight when visual acuity
is reduced—to see an angry cow behind
a bush but come out of the situation
with a clear memory of a menacing Big-
foot. A wisp of fog or smoke seen in the
indirect glare of a streetlight becomes a
ghost; the bright lights of a factory, seen
at night through an industrial haze, be-
come a UFO.

Yet how does a given witness trans-
form the prosaic into the miraculous?
What are the psychological processes
operating in a normal person by which
this transmutation is to be accom-
plished? In other words, what psycho-
logical factors would be likely to turn
prosaic reality into a supernatural or
paranormal representation in the mind?
The Psychology of Atypical Perception
My students and I (Sharps et al. 2006)
focused on three specific psychological
characteristics—depression, dissocia-
tion, and tendencies toward attention
deficit hyperactive disorder (ADHD)—
in a study of seventy-eight adults. This
study employed standardized instru-
ments for the measurement of ADHD,
dissociation, and depression in each re-
spondent and evaluated these measure-
ments against respondents’ self-ratings
of paranormal beliefs of various types.
We chose these characteristics for two
reasons. 

The first reason is that while none of
these conditions is something you’d
want to have, none constitutes mental ill-
ness per se. Although these conditions
may, at their higher levels,  become clas-
sifiable as symptoms of mental illness,
at their lower, everyday levels, virtually
everyone experiences depression or dis-

July August pages_SI new design masters  5/31/12  1:33 PM  Page 40



Skeptical Inquirer  |   July/August 2 0 1 2   4 1

sociation at times. Even symptoms of
ADHD are distributed normally in
large populations (Buitelaar and Van
Engeland 1996). In other words, you
don’t have to have a diagnosable condi-
tion of ADHD to have a little ADHD.
Subclinical, non-diagnosable levels of
these three conditions are highly preva-
lent in the human population.

The second reason we focused on
these three conditions is that they make
sense as potential predisposing agents for
belief in and perception of the paranor-
mal. Consider ADHD, especially those
forms that involve a degree of hyperac-
tivity. Individuals with these characteris-
tics tend to be attracted to active, ex -
ploratory activities and lifestyles (Bark ley
et al. 2008) similar to those often de -
picted in science fiction. There fore, it
makes sense that people with subclinical
levels of ADHD might find themselves
thinking about, wishing for, and believ-
ing in strange and menacing animals
such as Bigfoot and the Loch Ness mon-
ster, or in UFOs and space aliens, which
would provide evidence of adventurous
possibilities beyond the Earth.

Similar considerations apply to the
de pressed, although these involve differ-
ent paranormal objects. While we could
find no reason why a depressed person
would be attracted to Bigfoot, ghosts are
another matter—they represent the
prospect of an afterlife in which things
might get better. Also, the depressed
might be more likely to believe in aliens
and their UFOs as well: an abundance
of movies and TV programs preaches
the joys of being selected for a benevo-
lent alien abduction, removed from
earthly torments, and presented with ex-
otic new cosmic possibilities. 

What about dissociation? People
with some level of dissociation tend to-
ward a diminished critical assessment
of reality. Dissociated people may feel
“strange” about themselves, even to the
extent of feeling that they are undergo-
ing out-of-body experiences. They may
have anomalous perceptions of the pas-
sage of time or of their own experience.
The world may appear to be “not quite
real or … diffuse” (Cardena 1997, 400).
This disconnection with reality might

incline those with even subclinical lev-
els of dissociation to view impossible or
highly improbable things with an en-
hanced level of credulity. For this rea-
son, it was anticipated that people with
dissociative tendencies would be prey to
paranormal beliefs at higher levels than
the general population. However, here
we see no thematicity as we did with
depression or ADHD; in short, we
would not expect individuals with dis-
sociation to focus on any specific area
of the paranormal.

Therefore, we hypothesized a higher

degree of belief in “cryptids” (unknown
animals such as Bigfoot) and in aliens
for those with ADHD tendencies; a
higher degree of belief in aliens and
ghosts for those with depressive ten-
dencies; and a generally higher level of
nonspecific belief in the paranormal for
those with dissociative tendencies. 
Experimental Confirmation 
These hypotheses were entirely sup-
ported by the empirical results of our
study (Sharps et al. 2006). We found this
result exciting because, for the first time,
we had proof of the involvement of spe-
cific psychological processes in paranor-
mal beliefs. Very specific hu man psycho-
logical characteristics can be used to
predict belief not only in supernatural
prospects generally, but also in specific
kinds of paranormal “beings.” In view of
abundant research demonstrating the
malleability of memory in the face of
personal beliefs, this research clearly
brings belief in the paranormal into the
realm of predictive scientific psychology.
What you are like as a person con-

tributes in scientifically predictable ways
to what you’re willing to believe.

However, this initial study addressed
belief, not perception. While we would
theoretically expect belief to drive per-
ception, the question of perception it-
self is another matter. There is, after all,
a significant difference between believ-
ing that there might be a Bigfoot and
seeing one in your yard. What evidence
is there that specific psychological char-
acteristics drive the tendency to see
paranormal things, to misinterpret the
prosaic as if it were the fantastic? 

Why We See Things That Aren’t 
Really There
My students and I addressed this issue in
a second study (Sharps et al. 2010) of
ninety-eight adults, using the same stan-
dardized instruments for the measure-
ment of dissociation, ADHD, and
depres sion. We acquired from public-do-
main Web sources a series of digital pho-
tographs purporting to depict Big foot,
space aliens, or ghosts, which we then
presented in counterbalanced series to
our respondents via PowerPoint. Re -
spondents were asked to rate the proba-
bility that the given photograph actually
depicted the Bigfoot, ghost, or alien in
question. 

This study, then, tested directly the
effects of psychological characteristics
on the tendency of an individual to iden-
tify a stimulus item as paranormal in na-
ture. In this study, dealing with effects
on perception as opposed to belief, the
in fluence of neither ADHD nor de-
pression was sufficiently powerful
enough to influence perception. How -
ever, dissociation strong ly predicted the

Very specific hu man psychological characteristics
can be used to predict belief not only in 

supernatural prospects generally, but also in 
specific kinds of paranormal “beings.” 
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tendency to perceive a given photo-
graph as actually depicting a paranor-
mal being. More specific analyses
demonstrated that this influence of dis-
sociation was significant for Bigfoot
and for aliens but not for ghosts. Thus,
although the effects of psychological
characteristics were shown to be differ-
ent and more limited for perception
than for belief, the overall effect was
confirmed: those with dissociative ten-
dencies were more likely to identify “be-
ings” as genuinely paranormal or super-
natural than were those without these
tendencies. Since the majority of human
beings report some dissociative experi-
ences (DePrince and Freyd 1999), this

result may be of substantial interest in
explaining the burgeoning numbers of
paranormal beings infesting our cable
television.
Experiments in Context
These studies showed us two things.
First, people with identifiable psycho-
logical profiles are not only more likely
to believe in the paranormal or super-
natural, but their psychological tenden-
cies may also be used to predict the
exact types of “unexplained” phenom-
ena in which they are likely to believe.

Second, one of these psychological
characteristics—a tendency toward dis-
sociation—allows us to predict individ-
ual proclivities toward seeing a given
stimulus item as a paranormal creature,
whether Bigfoot or an alien.
Seeing Is Not Believing
It should not be surprising that the in-
fluence of psychological factors on per-
ception is different from that influence
on belief. Beliefs in the paranormal can

be “gestalt” (Sharps 2003, 2010), lack-
ing immediate direct challenge from
the physical environment; people can
believe in Bigfoot, for example, without
actually expecting to see one. However,
perception of a given paranormal being
is much more immediate and feature-in-
tensive; therefore, some psychological
tendencies that influence belief may not
be powerful enough to alter feature-in-
tensive perception of immediate reality—
to actually transform a bear into a forag-
ing Sasquatch. Only dissociation, we
found in our experiments, is sufficiently
powerful to influence both belief and
perception, to propel a real-world stim-
ulus into the realm of the paranormal.

Why Don’t the Dissociated ‘See’ Ghosts
as Well as Cryptids and Aliens?
Bigfoot and alien perceptions were sub-
ject to the effect of dissociation, but ghost
perceptions were not. Why? In Western
culture, cryptids and aliens are largely
perceived as “fringe” constructs. Ghosts
are less so; for example, many sober in-
dividuals, the late novelist Michael
Crich ton among them (1988), feel and
report a strong conviction that a dead
loved one is “present” in the mortuary or
at that person’s funeral. In short, “seeing”
or “feeling” a ghost may be more socially
legitimized than the same perception of
a cryptid or a space alien, with a resulting
enhancement in feelings of credulity. If
so, this phenomenon points to the need
for further research on the intersection of
culture with individual psychology in this
area. 

A person need not, in any techni-
cally accurate sense, be mentally ill to
“see” a paranormal “being.” This is a
crucial caveat. Our respondents were
not in any sense “crazy” or mentally ill.

All three of the conditions addressed
are those that many people in the nor-
mal population experience at subclini-
cal levels. These were normal people,
yet their proclivities in these regards
made them particularly susceptible to
beliefs and perceptions of a paranormal
or supernatural type. Since normal peo-
ple in their everyday lives are not typi-
cally subjected to psychological analysis
of their subclinical tendencies, we are
faced with an interesting fact: anybody
could be the person who sees Bigfoot
or a space alien emerging from his
UFO. The unfortunate individual who
sees such a thing is vanishingly unlikely
to know of the psychological quirks
that rendered the given observation—
or rather its interpretation—possible.

Why do we characterize such a per-
son as unfortunate? This is a critical
point, more important than it may at
first appear. If searching for Bigfoot,
looking for the Loch Ness monster, or
delving after little green men from the
planet Grak were merely a pleasant di-
version, an excuse to hike in the woods
and deserts or to buy a really good tel-
escope, there would be little reason to
extend scientific anathema to these
concepts. These ideas obviously don’t
elevate the level of scientific discourse;
but beyond that, for most people, what’s
the harm? 

Unfortunately, these ideas can prove
harmful. Much of the evidence is anec-
dotal or derived from popular sources,
but it appears that an encounter with the
perceived paranormal can be a life-dam-
aging if not life-destroying experience.
Social, marital, and economic harm can
readily accompany the obsessive interest
of a “contactee” whose life, relationships,
and career are derailed by the conviction
that “the truth is out there.” The author
alone has known intelligent individuals
whose lives of semi-employment and
solitude have resulted at least in part
from the search for nonexistent beings
from beyond; none of this is necessary,
for the simple reason that we now un-
derstand what brings human beings,
with human nervous systems, to para-
normal perceptions and beliefs. We can

Only dissociation, we found in our experiments, 
is sufficiently powerful to influence both belief 
and perception, to propel a real-world stimulus 
into the realm of the paranormal.
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now demonstrate, using well-established
methods of experimental psychology,
that the human mind is perfectly capable
of constructing the beliefs and the per-
ceptions that frequently lead to a profit-
less search for the creatures of the Twi -
light Zone. We hope these findings will
help lead intelligent, educated individu-
als to pursue the genuine mysteries of
neuroscience, zoology, and astronomy
to the exclusion of the useless pursuit
of the phantoms that reside in the in-
terstitial spaces of our infinitely inven-
tive minds. n
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