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Reflections on Paranormal Beliefs as Informed vs.
Pseudo Beliefs: Comment on Jinks (2012)
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Abstract: Jinks (2012) proposes that complementary and alternative
medical beliefs, and other anomalous beliefs, exhibit the
characteristics of quasi-beliefs versus informed beliefs, and therefore
past research on paranormal belief may not accurately represent the
socio-psychological tendencies and traits of strong believers. However,
we outline conceptual, psychometric and methodological issues that
arguably limit Jinks’ main conclusions, which may have inherent
merit but that require substantial refinements and replications before
a revised typology of paranormal believers should be accepted as
established and meaningful.
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INTRODUCTION

Attitudes and beliefs of all kinds are complex and tricky combinations
of emotional and cognitive evaluations. The psychology of paranormal
belief is no different. Decades of research have produced a reasonably
consistent picture of the correlates and functions of such beliefs (for
reviews, see: Irwin, 1992; Lange & Houran, 1998, 1999, 2000, 2001;
Kumar & Pekala, 2001), and this body of work is important in at least two
major ways. First, from a parapsychological perspective it has allowed us to
select more carefully those research participants who may sometimes
exhibit stronger scoring patterns on tests of putative psi. This hopefully
helps us to explain eventually what putative ‘psi’ is. Second, even in the
absence of an ontological reality to psi, paranormal beliefs are an
intrinsically interesting topic since many people in the general population
across the world believe in and act on such beliefs (cf. Irwin & Watt, 2007).
Their influence and impact on everyday human behavior in both normal and
clinical contexts is undeniable. Thus, we side with Ross and Joshi (1992)
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who long ago challenged mainstream academia that no theory of human
behavior which fails to take paranormal beliefs into account could ever be
complete.

Tony Jinks’ (2012) recent paper is to be commended for challenging
the assumptions underlying academia’s present understanding of what it
means to be a ‘paranormal believer’. His premise that past research
(including ours) might have confused ‘informed’ or ‘justified’ believers
with ‘pseudo’ or ‘unjustified” believers harkens to work on explicit beliefs
(what one says publicly) and implicit beliefs (what one believes privately).
It is a welcome and constructive debate that should be explored since the
ramifications extend to both parapsychological and psychosocial studies of
paranormal belief. That said, we do not think Jinks’ main conclusions are
supported or ‘justified’ by the methodology and analyses. This is not to say
that the ideas are inherently misguided or wrong—only that we do not feel
his approach was sophisticated enough to draw any firm conclusions.
Therefore, this paper summarizes our reflections on Jinks’ work, as well as
the broader conceptual and methodological issues his paper raises.

Conceptual Issues

Jinks (2012) focused only on one phenomenon that has any direct
relevance to paranormal belief measures, namely the topic of ghosts. The
remaining questionnaire items he tested concern complementary medicine
and popular unexplained (or Fortean) phenomena. Most research on
paranormal belief has used either Tobacyk’s (1988, cf. Lange, Irwin &
Houran, 2000) Revised Paranormal Belief Scale (RPBS) or the Australian
Sheep-Goat Scale (Thalbourne & Delin, 1993, cf. Lange & Thalbourne,
2002), and while these scales do include some items about the Loch Ness
Monster, Bermuda Triangle, etc., they are not included in the scoring of the
questions. In other words, general unexplained phenomena are not
necessarily constituent aspects of paranormal beliefs as operationally
defined by the popular research scales. Jinks constructed his own
paranormal belief questionnaire, although it was one that predominantly
addressed topics unrelated to the core issue of paranormal belief. Readers
are left questioning whether any of his findings have any relevance to
parapsychological or psychological studies of paranormal belief per se. In
fact, it is quite confusing why Jinks chose not to use either of the gold
standards of paranormal belief measurement to test his ideas, given that the
context of his research is squarely aimed at paranormal belief.

Now, speaking directly to the one topic relevant to paranormal belief
(ghosts) we found the wording of his questionnaire statements too vague
and imprecise to be effective measures of paranormal belief. In particular,
the questionnaire statements “Some places are haunted by the ghosts of
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dead people” and “When people die, part of them still remains on earth in
another form” (Jinks, 2012, p. 141; Jinks’ wordings, respectively) can both
be answered reliably and validly in the affirmative without assuming any
paranormal interpretations. In particular, respondents can believe in ghosts
simply as socio-psychological constructions similar to other social
inventions like art, music, language and even money (as we believe, see
Lange & Houran, 2001). Anthropologists Ember and Ember (1988)
envisioned such a process to account for ghosts:

There are many cues in everyday experience that are associated with
a loved one, and even after . . . death those cues might arouse the
feeling that the dead person is still somehow present. The opening of
a door, the smell of tobacco or cologne in a room, may evoke the
idea that the person is still present, if only for a moment. Then, too,
loved ones iive on in dreams. Small wonder, then, that most societies
believe in ghosts. (p. 420)

Furthermore, common sense compels even the most hardened skeptics or
atheists to agree that “When people die, part of them’” does still remain “on
earth in another form” (p. 141)—nothing paranormal with that, earthly
remains (corpses or ashes) are left after death. So perhaps the wordings of
his questionnaire statements did not represent or measure what he thought
or intended. To be sure, several were certainly ambiguous to us. This is why
it is so confusing why Jinks failed to utilize scales that have been validated
over time and with different samples to ensure internal and content validity
of the questionnaire items. This point naturally brings us next to the
fundamental issue of psychometric quality.

Psychometric Issues

Jinks’ (2012) succinct but pertinent introduction cited our benchmark
study on the conceptualization and measurement of paranormal belief
(Lange et al., 2000) based on Tobacyk’s (1988) seminal research.
Surprisingly, however, Jinks seemed not to apply any critical learnings from
that work to his study. Rather, he developed an 89-item questionnaire . . .

. . . for hypothesis testing purposes only, and was not intended to
measure the structure of paranormal belief (e.g., determining inter-
correlations amongst items). Categories were therefore developed for
the purpose of independent examination, and items for each category
were arranged together in a single instrument purely for convenience.
This also allowed the rationale of the study to be more successfully
hidden from the participants. (Jinks, 2012, p. 133)
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Readers are therefore faced with statistical findings based on questionnaire
items with unknown psychometric properties. This is a fatal error in Jinks’
(2012) methodology, and one that undermines any and all interpretation of
his data. How do readers know whether the respondents’ ratings to specific
questionnaire items were due to quasi-beliefs, or rather resulted from
response or test biases, or poor psychometric quality of his instrument, as
we discussed at length in Lange et al. (2000)? After all, we already
demonstrated above that the only questionnaire items relevant to
paranormal belief could be answered ‘Yes’ without actually measuring
paranormal belief. The answer is simply readers do not know.

We are therefore left with another mystery—that is, Jinks (2012)
refers to a decisive paper on response biases to specific questions on
paranormal belief measures but then fails to control for this important
confounding variable in his own analyses. This is not a trivial criticism, as
the analyses are based on Jinks’ very subjective interpretations and
wordings of the phenomena in question. Indeed, he never asked the
respondents to explain why they believe or do not believe in the phenomena
being addressed. Maybe his “secondary items” were not to the liking of the
respondents or phrased precisely enough. Frankly, as long standing
researchers of apparitional and haunt experiences, we found the ghost
questionnatre items to be uninterpretable.

Methodological Issues

Because the paper aims to extend the field by introducing quasi-
beliefs, it is strange that Jinks (2012) does not want to give a . . .

. . . detailed discussion of the philosophical complexities of quasi-
beliefs; suffice it to say that the empirical study of paranormal beliefs
as potential quasi-beliefs is an area that has to this point received no
attention. Of particular concern is the possibility that paranormal
belief questionnaires in their current format are unable to
differentiate between informed beliefs and quasi-beliefs. (Jinks,
2012, p. 130)

The latter possibility is of course precisely the reason why the distinction
between informed beliefs and quasi-beliefs should be made very explicit.
Jinks does give some hints about the distinction by hypothesizing that . . .

‘quasi-believers’ . . . have not fully considered the implications of
their beliefs? And if an ‘informed believer’ is a legitimate typology,
might these individuals display different psychological traits to
(arguably more prevalent) quasi-believers? (Jinks, 2012, p. 130)
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Unfortunately, no “traits” other than anomalous beliefs were being
measured, and perhaps the term really refers to quasi-beliefs?

Jinks (2012) classifies paranormal beliefs as “authentic” only when
individuals “hold an internally consistent set of propositions regarding an
anomalous topic, its putative causes, and/or alternative examples of the
topic” (pp. 131-132). Beliefs are said to be “internally consistent” when
they:

(a) represent the standard anomalous explanations for the primary
items; (b) offer an alternative example of the primary item; or (c) re-
word the primary item to exclude specific reference to any
anomalous location, occurrence, entity, or associated personality. (p.
131)

The author (Jinks, 2012) then proceeds to create “primary” and
“secondary” items, as well as “control” items relying entirely and
exclusively on his own judgment. It is admittedly difficult to find good sets
of primary and secondary statements, but why not elicit such statements
from a sample of knowledgeable believers? Contrary to Jinks’ expectations,
it would almost certainly be found that there are very few agreed upon
“standard” anomalous explanations to be had. For example, the well-known
Bermuda Triangle enigma has been variously attributed to anomalous
weather conditions, magnetic fields, alien abductions, time warps and
portals to parallel universes. And even within parapsychology, there are
many competing conventional and paranormal explanations for haunt and
poltergeist-like experiences (for a review, see Houran & Lange, 2001b).

Two basic problems further arise from the fact that Jinks (2012)
assumes that informed beliefs and quasi-beliefs can be distinguished. First,
Fishbein and Ajzen (1975) found over 35 years ago that only beliefs that are
salient will contribute to the judgments we make. In this context, saliency is
defined as a basic prior awareness of the belief content. Thus, one might
agree with a statement like “People have been abducted (taken or ‘stolen’
by aliens” (Jinks, 2012, p. 135), but this does not mean that one ever
considered whether “Aliens contact people to tell them important
information, such as the damage humans are doing to the earth” (p. 135).
When the issue of damaging the earth never occurred to a person, it is
unlikely to be believed, and in any case such ratings are essentially
meaningless as the person has no true opinion and “don’t know” or “does
not apply” would be the respondent’s true answer.

Second, Jinks paired each primary belief with several secondary
beliefs. This begs the questions as to what happens if not all of these
secondary beliefs are salient? The subset of non-salient beliefs will receive
mostly low ratings, whereas salient beliefs may also receive higher ratings.
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Accordingly, if a people have strong primary belief then there will be a
contrast between the salient and non-salient quasi-beliefs. Given that
individuals have different sets of salient and non-salient beliefs, the ratings
of the secondary beliefs will thus appear to be lower when averaged over a
sample of individuals. This is of course precisely what Jinks found.

Finally, while we certainly do not question Jinks’ integrity or
motives, we note that the issues raised above are further complicated by the
fact that the same issue can be worded so as to elicit different average
responses. An extreme example would be phrasings like “/r has been proven
that X vs. “It is not impossible that Y". Noticeable effects are sometimes
achieved due to slightly different wording. Instead, Jinks’ analyses rely on
the assumption that all ratings reflect intensity with a common zero point,
and that ratings mean the same regardless of the belief concerned. So, the
answer ‘“possibly” has the same intensity in response to “Horoscopes
written by trained astrologers can come true” (Jinks, 2012, p. 141) and “An
individual’s personality is influenced by their sun-sign” (p. 141). His
analyses further assume that the rating categories are equally spaced so that,
for instance, “possibly” vs. “definitely not” reflects the same difference in
belief intensity as “definitely” vs. “probably”. We note that some of these
problems might perhaps be corrected using Rasch scaling because it creates
measures at the interval level (see Lange & Houran, 2001; Lange &
Thalbourne, 2002). But, while in the article’s introduction Jinks refers to
studies confaining a rationale for, and successful application of, the Rasch
scaling of paranormal belief, these methods are strangely not being used.

DISCUSSION

Given the plethora of issues left unaddressed or unsatisfactorily
answered, we are in a quandary over what, if anything, Jinks’ (2012) data
ultimately mean. We regard his study as an intriguing and novel pilot study
that requires substantial refinement and replication before anyone can
justify the conclusion that past research has confused quasi-beliefs with
informed beliefs, or that a new typology of believers should be accepted as
established (cf. Irwin, 1997). Our opinion is that the informed vs. quasi
distinction does not yet deserve to be taken seriously within
parapsychological or psychological theory.

That said, it seems safe to say that we do know some things about
paranormal beliefs:

o They can be reliably and validly measured on an interval scale
(Lange, Irwin & Houran, 2000, 2001; Lange & Thalboume,
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2002), and that the aforementioned scales are known to be
unbiased with respect to respondents’ age and/or gender.

¢ They are on a continuum rather than being “all or nothing”.
Indeed paranormal beliefs and experiences alike form statistical
hierarchies (Houran & Lange, 2001a, 2010; Houran, Wiseman &
Thalbourne, 2002; Lange et al., 2000; Lange, Greyson, & Houran,
2004; Lange & Thalbourne, 2002).

« They do predict psychological and ostensibly parapsychological
outcomes in both questionnaire research and laboratory research,
making paranormal beliefs a robust variable in parapsychology
(cf. Irwin & Watt, 2007).

While we applaud Jinks’ (2012) thinking and initial effort, we submit that
his findings are controversial at best. Hopefully, his effort will inspire new
work to explore all of the conceptual, psychometric and methodological
issues touched on here. Indeed, paranormal beliefs are tricky constructions,
and continued analysis and collaboration from all perspectives will get us
closer to a comprehensive understanding.
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