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Objective: To further our understanding of religious possession experiences by focusing on
personality, cognitive, and quality of life outcomes.

Methods: Data collection was undertaken at Umbanda sessions in Brazilian cities. Participants were
mediums who regularly experienced possession (n=334) or those who attended the same rituals but
had never been possessed (n=54).

Results: We found that mediums were not significantly different across variables from the control
group, except for anxiety, which was lower among mediums. Correlational and regression analysis
showed that the level of meaningfulness attributed to possession and fusion with the spiritual entity
were strongly positively correlated with most quality-of-life dimensions, and negatively with anxiety;
in addition, level of meaningfulness predicted lower anxiety, and psychological quality of life was
predicted by level of fusion and meaningfulness. Contrary to expectations, there were no detrimental
effects of a lower level of bodily control over the possession experience.

Conclusion: Together, these results suggest that individuals regularly experiencing possession within
a religious context are psychologically similar to those who attend the same rituals without
experiencing possession, and that the way they appraise their experiences as meaningful, as well
as the level of spiritual fusion, are predictors of well-being.
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Introduction

Possession is often perceived in a negative light. To be
possessed means to be out of control or, within some
religions, to have an entity of a malignant nature taking
control of one’s body and actions. For the modern mind,
possession is frightening because it is associated with a
discontinuity in identity/personality, and alterations in
consciousness and behavior.! Nevertheless, possession
experiences are widely reported across cultures,? and
those possessed are often regarded as a positive channel
for various spiritual agents, such as deceased humans
(in Spiritism and Spiritualism), nature deities or godlike
beings (in Afro-American religions), or the Holy Spirit
(in Evangelical Pentecostal churches and the Charismatic
renewal movement of Roman Catholicism).

Brazilian religious rituals where possession occurs are
usually traced back to enslaved African populations
brought from Nigeria, Guinea, and other countries.
Current estimates based on the 2010 census and other
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studies, including the 2014 World Values Survey, indicate
that between 2.3% and 4.2% of the Brazilian population
is affiliated with a religion which involves possession,3
though the number of people attending them is potentially
much larger. Within Candomblé, one can indeed trace the
names of the spiritual entities (orixds) to Nigeria.* But
there are other, more obscure references, particularly in
relation to Brazilian indigenous influences, which cannot
be ascertained, though there is no doubt that trance
states stimulated via music and dance are present in
these cultures.

The type of possession beliefs one finds in Umbanda,
which originated in Brazil in the early 20th century,
probably owes less to indigenous Brazilian culture than to
African and European religions, particularly Roman
Catholicism and French Spiritism.®> The types of spiritual
entities found in Umbanda include the Nigerian orixas, but
also a wide variety of “archetypal” figures such as
gypsies, cow herders, sailors, and caboclos (indigenous
Brazilians).
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Clinical studies of possession

Psychological and clinical studies of possession have
helped to stigmatize rather than understand this phenom-
enon. In Brazil, for example, for the greater part of the
20th century, possession was classified either as pathol-
ogy or as a religious phenomenon of the lower classes.®
In Europe, Oesteerreich’s’ book on possession equally
highlighted this as a phenomenon of the “lower races” or
of the “lower strata” of modern civilizations, which to him
was explained by a primitive unstable personality parti-
cularly prone to autosuggestion.

The scholarly understanding of possession started
changing largely due to anthropological and sociological
work that pointed out the near universality of possession
experiences and their social functions, such as resolving
power imbalances for women and marginalized indivi-
duals.® Winkelman’s® large-scale analysis of possession
and societal complexity undermined the idea that posses-
sion was more salient in very simple, “primitive” societies
by showing that the cultural incidence of possession is
positively associated with complex social-political organi-
zation and higher population density.

On par with these changes, the recent clinical literature
has moderated its earlier pathologizing of possession in
various ways. Studies of Spiritist mediums showed that,
despite a high prevalence of dissociative and psychotic-
like experiences, these were along the healthy continuum
of unusual experiences and not indicative of mental
disorders.’™®"" Another study, which compared Brazilian
Spiritist mediums versus Canadian and U.S. patients with
dissociative identity disorder, found that the mediums had
better social adjustment and a lower prevalence of mental
disorders than the clinical sample.'?

Recent literature from other countries, such as Turkey
and the Dominican Republic, show a more nuanced set
of results, suggesting that individuals who experience
possession are more likely to have a range of dissociative
symptoms.'314

Other interesting evidence that is now emerging suggests
that the quality of the possession experience develops over
time, often moving from an involuntary and uncontrollable
state to a voluntary one in which the possessed individual
willingly loses self-awareness.'®'® Although this remains
controversial, some researchers have claimed that religious
training on how to manage possession states is associated
with better control and integration of these experiences in
one’s life,"" and that individuals experiencing unusual or
anomalous states of mind may be drawn to possession
religions as a way of coping with and cognitively framing
these life experiences.!”

Possession is currently included under the category of
dissociative identity disorder.’® For possession to be
diagnosed as pathological, it must not be a normal or
broadly accepted cultural or religious practice (criterion D)
and must cause significant distress (criterion C). This
seems to imply that possession experiences happening
within a religious context would be generally healthy, and
those happening outside of a religious context would be
unhealthy. However, reality is far more nuanced. We have
recently criticized these criteria based on the case study
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of a religious leader from an Afro-Brazilian religion
(Umbanda), who began having possession experiences
early in life, but these were not accepted by her Catholic
family and caused her considerable distress.'® Although
she reports — at the individual level — a positive affect
associated with these early experiences, family disap-
proval was stigmatizing and led her to actively repress all
phenomena associated with possession until early
adulthood.

Although the literature exploring religious possession is
varied and growing fast, there are various gaps. For
example, there has been scarce examination of the non-
clinical cognitive dimensions of possession experiences,
such as the perceptual overlap between the spiritual
agent and the individual self, the level of meaningfulness
of these experiences, or their underlying mechanisms. On
the methodological level, we find that studies of posses-
sion in Afro-American religions, with one exception,14
either lack a control group or use control groups taken
from a general or a clinical population. Our study sought
to advance the current literature by assessing cognitive
features of the possession experience and including a
control group of participants who partake in the same
ritual as the mediums.

Aims of the present study

In order to advance this literature, this study addresses
two related questions: 1) Are the psychological character-
istics and well-being of individuals experiencing religious
possession significantly different from those attending the
same religious rituals, but not experiencing possession?
2) Are there particular characteristics of the possession
experience (frequency, time length, self-control, fusion
with spiritual entity, meaningfulness) which allow to
differentiate between positive and negative mental health
outcomes?

The first question aims to understand how different
(or similar) individuals experiencing possession are from
those participating in the same religious rituals. Clinical
studies usually employ a control group, which is as similar
as possible to the experimental one, based on random
allocation to either the experimental or control conditions.
Given the specific characteristics of our target group — the
ability to experience possession states — the ideal control
group should share the same religious context and be as
similar as possible regarding demographic background
but lack the possession experience.

The second question addresses key variables which
potentially shape the positive/negative outcomes of
possession experiences. Frequency and length are
potentially associated with positive outcomes, as longer
and more regular practice suggests that it becomes
assimilated into everyday life. Likewise, we would expect
a sense of meaning associated with the possession
experience to be associated with more positive outcomes
overall. On the other hand, lack of personal control over
the possession experience is potentially a source of
distress and has been found to correlate with poor mental
health.'®'" Finally, concerning the level of fusion with the
spiritual entity — from perceiving the self and the spiritual



entity as separate to completely fused — we have no
particular hypothesis, as this has not been tested before.

Methods
Procedure

Data were collected between January and March 2019 via
printed questionnaires in Portuguese at 11 religious
sessions in the urban regions of two large cities in Brazil
(Porto Alegre and Sao Paulo). All participants were of
Brazilian nationality and signed a consent form agreeing
to take part in the current study.

Religious sessions typically lasted between 2 and 3
hours. Possessed individuals were usually addressed as
mediums, and they were the first to arrive so they could
dress appropriately — usually in white, but there was some
variation according to the religious calendar and the
temple. All sessions were accompanied by live singing,
percussion, and dancing (except one where the space was
particularly narrow, the mediums were seated throughout,
and the music being played was recorded). All sessions
started with a short prayer, often the Christian Lord’s
Prayer. None of the sessions included the use of
psychoactive substances, though occasionally the med-
iums, while possessed, would smoke or drink an alcoholic
beverage (this was interpreted as the spirit's behavior, not
the medium’s). Some time after the percussion and singing
started, the mediums showed a pattern of behaviors
signaling that they had been possessed. These usually
involved jerking movements of the head and upper body,
yelling, as well as specific gestures mimicking actions
associated with certain spiritual entities, such as bending a
bow and firing arrows. Following this, there was a brief
interaction between the mediums and the other individuals
conducting the ritual; this usually entailed a blessing from
the mediums or a reverent action such as kneeling or
prostrating at the feet of the medium. Then, participants
from the audience were asked to approach the mediums
and were led, one at a time, to talk to or receive a blessing
from the possessed medium.

Data analysis

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 27. Statistical
significance was set at p < 0.05. To address our first
research question, we used a multivariate analysis of
variance with a between-subjects design to contrast
mediums with participants of the same religious sessions
who never experienced possession and were there for
devotional purposes and/or to seek a blessing or healing
from the spiritual entities. To address our second research
question, where we sought to understand the character-
istics of the possession experience and their relationship
with positive/negative outcomes, we ran bivariate correla-
tions and hierarchical regression analyses.

Participants

The sample consisted of 420 participants. Of these, 32
filled in less than 25% of the survey and were excluded,
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which left a total of 388 participants (mean age = 39.08
years, standard deviation = 17.9 years, range 18-74
years, 69% women). There were 334 mediums (mean
age = 38.54 years, SD = 12.6 years, 70% women) and 54
control participants (mean age = 42.56 years, SD = 14.3
years, 59% women). The group of mediums was slightly
younger than the control group (F[1, 385] = 4.38, p =
0.011). There was no significant difference in the
distribution of gender between groups (chi-square = 2.9,
degrees of freedom [df] = 1, p = 0.089).

Power calculation

We ran a power analysis based on a previous study®° that
compared personality traits between patients with schizo-
phrenia spectrum disorder and nonpsychotic individuals.
This study was chosen because individuals experiencing
possession have been described as having psychotic-like
characteristics and, in addition, we were not able to find
any controlled study assessing personality traits of
individuals experiencing possession. This study’s
between-group differences in seven personality scales
(Swedish Universities Scales of Personality [SSP]) had
a mean effect size of F = 29.2, which converts to a d of
1.1. Using G*Power, set for the f test family, two-tailed,
assuming an alpha of 0.05, 1-Beta = 0.95, an effect size
of d = 1.1 and an allocation rate of 1:1, the minimum
sample size needed to detect a difference was calculated
as 23 participants in each group. To compensate for
possible dropouts or very incomplete surveys, we
adopted a target sample size of 50 participants per
group. Moreover, as the present report concerns part of a
comprehensive research project on individuals experien-
cing possession, more individuals were recruited for the
“possession group,” for a final allocation rate of circa 6:1
(n=334 and n=54). Using G*Power, in the t test family,
two-tailed, assuming an alpha of 0.05, 1-Beta = 0.95, an
effect size of d = 1.1 and an allocation rate of 6:1, the
minimum total sample size needed to detect a difference
was calculated to be 81 participants in the possession
group and 13 participants in the control group, indicating
that our study is adequately powered.

Measures

Questionnaire materials included various standardized
personality and well-being measures, one cognitive task,
and items designed to collect demographic data. In
addition, the group of mediums was asked about
frequency, length, and characteristics of their possession
experiences. Below we describe the measures, giving
examples of scale items as well as internal reliability
values (Cronbach’s «) for the current sample.

Personality

Schizotypy is a particularly relevant personality trait in
relation to possession, as it differentiates between so
called “happy schizotypes,” who are mentally healthy
despite scoring high on the dimension of unusual
experiences,?' and those individuals scoring higher on
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dimensions related to cognitive disorganization, impulsive
nonconformity, or social anhedonia, who are more prone
to developing psychosis. To measure this trait, we
included a Portuguese version of the O-LIFE-R, which
consists of 40 items, 2 and has been previously used with
Brazilian religious samples.?®

Examples of items include: unusual experiences (o =
0.72) — When in the dark do you often see shapes and
forms even though there is nothing there?; impulsive
nonconformity (o = 0.66) — Do you ever have the urge to
break or smash things?; introvertive anhedonia (o = 0.52 )
— Are there very few things that you have ever enjoyed
doing?; and cognitive disorganization (o = 0.77 ) — Do you
often have difficulties in controlling your thoughts?

We were also interested in assessing predisposition
towards hallucinatory experiences, as possession experi-
ence often features auditory phenomena (hearing voices)
that may be understood as hallucinations. We used the
revised version of the Launay-Slade Hallucination Scale
(LSHS)?* with 12 items (o = 0.81). Example of items are:
| often hear a voice speaking my thoughts aloud; On
occasions, | have seen a person’s face in front of me
when no-one was in fact there.

For both personality scales, participants were asked to
say whether they had experienced any of the phenomena
described in the items (yes or no rating).

Well-being

We assessed well-being in two ways. First, we used the
World Health Organization Quality of Life instrument-
Abbreviated version (WHOQOL-Bref), which assesses
physical, psychological, social, and environmental dimen-
sions.?® The scale consists of 26 items rated on a five-
point scale. Examples of items are: How satisfied are you
with your sleep? (physical health, o = 0.76); How satisfied
are you with yourself? (psychological, o = 0.78); How
satisfied are with the support you get from your friends?
(social relationships, o = 0.75); How satisfied are you with
the condition of your living place? (environment, o = 0.71).

Second, we measured trait anxiety®® in order to assess
the underlying levels of anxiety in this population. The
scale consists of 20 items assessed on a four-point rating
sale (o« = 0.86). ltems include: | am tense; | feel strained;
| feel frightened.

Cognition

A potential process involved in possession experiences is
that of “cognitive looseness”. This is characterized by a
propensity to tap more easily than usual into unconscious
processes. A consequence of this, which some cognitive
tasks assess, is the ability to make close associations
between random events,?’ or seeing patterns and mean-
ing in random noise — there is evidence that individuals
more prone to spiritual experiences and beliefs have such
cognitive propensity, while this is not found in traditionally
religious individuals.?’

We chose 12 items from the Snowy Pictures stimuli,
a cognitive task that can be used outside of the lab to
assess the propensity to perceive patterns in visual noise,
thus testing “cognitive looseness” propensity.?®2 The
12 pictures consisted of seven images embedded in
visual noise (e.g., boat, horse, tent) and four pictures
which only contained visual noise. A wrong response, or a
“false positive,” occurred when a participant indicated
that there was an embedded object when there was none
(scored as 0 — none — or 1 — false positive).

Demographic data

We assessed age and gender.

Characteristics of possession experiences

For the mediums group only, we asked about frequency
and length of possession experiences. We measured
frequency by asking how often they were possessed by a
spiritual agent, assessed on a seven-point rating scale
(every day, more than once per week, once per week,
once per month, a few times per year, once per year,
rarely); for length, we calculated how long they had had
this experience in years (current age minus age of first
experience). In addition, we asked how much control they
had over their bodies during the possession experience
(rated as no control at all, a little control, partial control,
total control); how personally meaningful they felt the
possession experience to be, rated from “not at all” (0) to
“extremely” (10); and the level of fusion with the spiritual
entity, rated on a seven diagram scale with two circles
representing the self or the spirit and showing increasing
levels of overlap.®®

Figure 1 Two images from the Snowy Pictures cognitive task.The left one has only noise; the right one includes an embedded

boat.
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Ethics statement

This study received ethics approval by the Coventry
University ethics committee (Project ID P45635). Permis-
sion was granted from the religious leaders to visit their
temples. Participants were told in advance that research-
ers would be visiting them on a certain date. All interested
in taking part were asked to be at the religious temple
45 minutes in advance to fill in a questionnaire.

Results

We started by looking at the results contrasting both
groups. Table 1 shows the means and SD for all
variables.

Group comparisons

To assess how different or similar the mediums were
from non-mediums taking part in the same rituals, we
compared the results for both groups across all variables.
Age was included as a covariate in all group comparison
analyses due to the significant age difference between
groups. We carried out two between-subjects (with
mediums vs. non-mediums as the independent variable)
multivariate analyses of variance for the subscales of
schizotypy and of quality of life (QoL). For the subscales
of schizotypy, there was no significant difference between
groups (Pillai’s trace = 0.29, F[4, 316] = 2.31, p = 0.06, 13
= 0.03). For the subscales of QoL we equally found no
difference between groups (Pillai’s trace = 0.01, F[4, 349]
=1.15,p = 0.33, n5 = 0.13).

We then proceeded to carry out three separate
between-subjects analyses of variance (with mediums
vs. non-mediums as the independent variable) for the
individual scales of hallucinatory experiences, anxiety,
and the Snowy Pictures task. For hallucinatory experi-
ences we found no differences between groups (F[1, 354]
= 0.70, p = 0.40, ng = 0.002). For anxiety, we found that
the non-mediums group had a significantly higher score
than the mediums (F[1, 320] = 9.88, p = 0.02, nf, = 0.03),
though the effect size was small. Finally, we found no
significant differences between groups on the cognitive
task (F[1, 383] = 0.31, p = 0.57, n3 = 0.001).

The mind possessed

Overall, we found no differences between groups, except
for anxiety, where the non-mediums showed higher scores.

Analysis for the mediums group

Our second question addresses variables which poten-
tially shape the positive/negative outcomes of possession
experiences, such as frequency and length of possession,
meaningfulness of the experience, lack of control over the
experience, and the level of perceived fusion with the
spiritual entity. Bivariate correlations were computed for
these variables and all the other variables assessed,
including age and gender.

We found that the more frequently mediums experi-
ence possession, the higher the level of meaningfulness
and of spiritual fusion reported; possession frequency
was also correlated with physical and social QoL, and
negatively associated with introvertive anhedonia. Given
the social context of the possession rituals, mediums
frequently engage with others, which helps explain the
positive association with social QoL and the negative one
with anhedonia.

Possession length of experience was measured in
years, and ranged from 0 to 67. We only found that it was
positively correlated with age, and negatively associated
with cognitive disorganization and impulsive nonconfor-
mity. Concerning the bodily control one has while being
possessed, we found this to be negatively associated with
level of meaningfulness and fusion with the spirit, i.e., the
more control one has over one’s body while experiencing
possession, the lower the level of meaningfulness and
spiritual fusion. We also found bodily control to be
negatively associated with unusual experiences and
hallucinatory experiences, suggesting that the more in
control one is, the less one experiences non-ordinary
perceptions.

The last two variables assessing the characteristics of
mediums were meaningfulness of the possession experi-
ence and fusion with the spiritual agent; these variables
were correlated at a moderately strong degree (r = 0.37)
We found that level of meaningfulness was positively
associated with all dimensions of QoL, except environ-
mental QoL, and negatively associated with anxiety,
cognitive disorganization, and introvertive anhedonia.
Finally, we found that fusion was positively associated

Table 1 Means and standard deviations (in parentheses) on all variables for mediums (n=334) and participants in the same

religious session who were not mediums (n=54)

Variables Mediums Non-mediums
Unusual experiences 5.70 (2.82) 5. 40 (2.80)
Cognitive disorganization 4.05 (2.92) 4.73 (3.09)
Introvertive anhedonia 2.00 (1.62) 2.28. (1.87)
Impulsive nonconformity 2.73 (2.12) 2.65 (2.11)
Hallucinatory experiences 5.79 (3.36) 5.21 (3.27)
QoL physical 27.66 (4.10) 26.46 (4.67)
QoL psychological 23.37 (3.67) 22.71 (3.75)
QoL social relations 11.47. (2.47) 10.94 (2.52)
QoL environmental 28.22 (5.30) 28.09 (5.01)
Anxiety 31.43 (7.76) 34.92 (10.31)
Snowy Pictures 1.10 (1.47) 1.27 (2.07)

QoL = quality of life.
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with all dimensions of QoL, as well as with unusual
experiences and hallucinatory experiences; and was
negatively associated with cognitive disorganization,
introvertive anhedonia, and age.

Table 2 also shows the construct validity of our
outcome measures. All dimensions of QoL were moder-
ately to strongly negatively correlated with anxiety and all
schizotypy subscales (though the correlation was weaker
with the unusual experiences subscale). The cognitive
task was positively correlated with unusual experiences
and hallucinatory experiences, suggesting that it did
measure a propensity to perceiving meaningful patterns
in visual noise, despite failing to correlate significantly with
any of the variables assessing the characteristics of
possession experience. Likewise, anxiety was moderately
to strongly negatively correlated with all dimensions of
QoL. Overall, these results show that the measures are
adequately assessing the constructs.

Hierarchical regression analysis for the mediums

We further tried to tease apart the potentially positive and
negative mental health outcomes associated with char-
acteristics of mediums by conducting three hierarchical
regression analyses. First, we focused on the only
hypothesized negative predictor: lack of control over the
possession experience. We reverse-scored this variable
to use it as a dependent variable. Age was entered in the
first step to control for this variable; for the second step,
we entered the schizotypy subscales; for the third step,
we entered the hallucination experiences and the
cognitive task; we entered anxiety in the fourth step;
and, finally, we entered the QoL dimensions. We found no
significant models that predicted lack of control.

We then sought to analyze the contribution of medium
characteristics to positive mental health outcomes. We
started by entering anxiety as the dependent variable. We
then entered age in the first step as a control variable;
both frequency and length of possession experience in
the second step; meaningfulness in the third step; and
spiritual fusion in the fourth step (Table 3). Age was a
negative predictor of anxiety at all steps (the older one is,
the less anxious), possession frequency and experience
did not add significantly to the model at any step; fusion
negatively predicted anxiety on step 3 (the more spiritually
fused, the lower the anxiety), but in the fourth and final
step of the model, only age and meaningfulness remained
significant negative predictors of anxiety (the more
meaningful the possession experience, the lower the
anxiety) (R? adjusted = 0.10, F[1, 246] = 6.78, p < 0.001).

We ran another multiple regression model with psy-
chological QoL as the dependent variable, using the same
four steps and variables in the same order (Table 4). As
with the previous model, we found that age was a positive
significant predictor of psychological QoL at all steps.
In step 3, fusion with the spirit was equally a significant
predictor, and remained, with age, the strongest predictor
of psychological QoL. In addition, in step 4 we also found
that meaningfulness was a positive predictor and length of
possession experience a negative predictor of psycholo-
gical QoL (R? adjusted = 0.16, F[1, 276] = 11.38,
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=334)
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Table 2 Pearson correlation coefficients between possession characteristics, scales, age, and gender within the mediums group (n

16 17

15

12 14

11

10

Variables

0.01
-0.08

0.35%*

1. Possession frequency
2. Possession length
3. Bodily control

0.04
0.05
-0.00
0.02
7%
0.01
-0.21%*

-0.12*
-0.22%*

4. Meaningfulness

5. Fusion

0.37**

0.31**

0.17**
-0.13*
-0.21%*

0.05

-0.13*
-0.06
-0.00
-0.09
A7

-0.01
-0.01
-0.24%*

6. Unusual experiences

0.32%*

0.51%**

-0.14*
-0.23%*

7. Cognitive disorganization
8. Introvertive anhedonia

0.31**

0.07
0.42%*

0.59%*
0.37**

0.001

-0.06
0.10

0.09
0.09

9. Impulsive nonconformity
10. Hallucinatory

experiences

0.72** 0.45%**  0.07

0.13*

-0.00

-0.12*
-0.11*
-0.15%*
0.15%*
0.15%*
-0.10
0.11*

-0.30%*  -0.34**

-0.41*
-0.51%+

-0.19%*
-0.21%*

0.17*
0.28**

0.17%*
0.26**

0.06
-0.07
-0.02
0.02
-0.00
0.05
0.09
-0.04

-0.03
0.11
-0.03
0.04
-0.10
0.11

0.69%*

0.11%

11. QoL physical

0.61**

-0.35%*

-0.38%*

0.10
0.16%*

12. QoL psychological

0.48**

0.63**

0.48%*

-0.35%* -0.25%*

0.25%

0.21%**

13. QoL social relations
14. QoL environmental

15. Anxiety

0.50%**

0.51**

-0.33** -0.31** -0.31**

0.12*  -0.19%*

0.10
-0.32%*

0.08
-0.08
-0.03
-0.08
-0.00

-0.42%* -0.28** -0.27**

-0.34%%

0.24%*

0.19%*
-0.08
-0.03
-0.00

0.35%*

0.18%**
0.14*

-0.14*
0.09
-0.16%*

-0.03
-0.16%*

0.05
0.16**
-0.09

0.05 0.07 -0.05
0.271%*

0.04
-0.35%*

-0.02
-0.28**

0.05
-0.06
-0.05

16. Snowy Pictures

17. Age

-0.04

0.08
-0.09

0.00
-0.07

0.03
-0.18%*

-0.17*
0.00

0.09

-0.20%*

0.15%* 0.10

0.02

0.07

18. Gender

QoL

quality of life.

*p < 0.05, ** p < 0.001.
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Table 3 A hierarchical regression model predicting anxiety within the mediums group (n=247)

Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 4
Fg , 246) 6.75% 2.54 3.34* 6.78%**
R* adjusted 0.02 0.02 0.04 0.10
§ t § t B t § t
Predictor variable
Age -0.16 -2.60* -0.18 -2.07* -0.21 -2.47* -0.21 2.58*
Possession frequency -0.06 -0.94 -0.02 -0.24 0.02 0.31
Possession length 0.00 0.18 0.02 0.55 0.03 0.68
Fusion -0.16 -2.36% -0.05 -0.80
Meaningfulness -.29 -4.42%%*
*p < 0.05, ** p < 0.001.
Table 4 A hierarchical regression model predicting psychological QoL within the mediums group (n=276)
Step 1 Step 2 Step 3 Step 4
Fg , 275) 14.53** 6.38* 11.83%* 11.38%*
R* adjusted 0.05 0.05 0.13 0.16
B t B t B T B t
Predictor variable
Age 0.22 3.81%* 0.29 3. 67%* 3.54 4.67%* 0.36 4.84*
Possession frequency 0.11 1.81 0.02 0. 40 -0.02 0.40
Possession length -0.09 -1.21 -0.14 -1.81 -0.14 -1.95%
Fusion 0.30 5.14** 0.25 4.147**
Meaningfulness 0.17 2.89*

QoL = quality of life.
*p < 0.05, ** p < 0.001.

p < 0.001). Given the very high correlation between age
and length of possession experience (r = 0.69), we
checked for collinearity: the variance inflation factor (VIF)
statistics for age (1.86) and length of possession
experience (1.83) suggest a high collinearity and, thus,
the result in step 4 for length of possession experience is
deemed unreliable.

Discussion

Using a range of measures, we tried to address two
interrelated questions: first, the extent to which mediums
who regularly experience possession differ from a control
group of non-mediums who partake in the same ritual. We
found that the medium group was no different from the
control group across all measures, except for anxiety,
where they scored lower than the control group. These
are somewhat surprising results. We would at least have
expected the medium group to score higher on a
propensity to unusual experiences and hallucinations,
as well as score higher in the cognitive task. If this had
happened, we could have included this group of
Umbanda mediums within the growing literature on
spirituality and benevolent schizotypy.?'*>3" One poten-
tial reason for this lack of differences is that the control
group, despite not experiencing possession, shares many
of the psychological and cognitive features of mediums,
as well as an interest in these rituals. Even so, we would
expect the regular experience of being possessed to be

associated with significantly different mental health,
personality and cognitive outcomes from those who have
never had that experience.

Our second question focused on the specific charac-
teristics of the medium group and whether we could use
these to differentiate positive from negative mental health
outcomes. We asked mediums about their level of bodily
control during possession states and hypothesized that
the less control they had, the worse their psychological
outcomes. But we did not find that; instead, a greater
sense of control was only associated with a lower
propensity to experience unusual and hallucinatory
states, and a lower level of meaningfulness and spiritual
fusion. The regression analysis did not provide any further
significant results. Tentatively, we may suggest that
letting go of bodily control during possession states is a
marker of greater trust in, and dedication, to the religious
experience one is having (including the benevolence of
the spirit and trust in the religious leader). In other words,
the ability to let go of control — at least within a ritual
Umbanda context — is likely to signal belief in the
goodness of the possession experience and allows the
medium to move deeper into it. This somehow contrasts
with previous work that highlights the importance of
learning to control one’s experience of possession. "

Concerning the other medium-related characteristics
which we expected to lead to positive outcomes, this
hypothesis was mostly confirmed. Meaningfulness and
fusion with the spirit were consistently associated with all

Braz J Psychiatry. 2022;00(00)
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quality-of-life dimensions (except environmental QoL
for meaningfulness) and correlated negatively with
anxiety. Of all the medium characteristics, only fusion
was positively associated with the schizotypy dimension
of unusual experiences and with hallucinatory predisposi-
tion. Although we did not find differences between groups
for these variables, this result suggests that at least one
part of the core experience of possession is shaped, to
some degree, by these personality traits. In addition, the
multiple regression analyses confirmed the important role
of these two variables: when controlling for age, they
predicted a lower level of anxiety (though in the final
model only meaningfulness was a significant predictor),
and both variables were positive predictors of psycholo-
gical quality of life.

The results for frequency and length of possession
experience were less consistent. Frequency was posi-
tively associated with physical and social quality of life,
and negatively with introvertive anhedonia, while length of
experience was only associated (negatively) with the
schizotypy dimensions of cognitive disorganization and
impulsive non-conformity, but not with any dimensions of
quality of life, nor anxiety. The regression analyses were
not able to shed further light on the psychological role of
these variables, but the negative correlations with those
two schizotypy dimensions suggest that those who have
experienced possession for longer have personality
characteristics which are protective of mental health.

One of the limitations of this study was the lack of
inclusion of other relevant mental health measures. We
had originally planned to include depression and child-
hood trauma, as well as additional sociodemographic
measures, but, after consultations with the Umbanda
religious leaders who found many of the items of these
scales too sensitive or personal, we decided to take them
out. This was a carefully weighed decision: we wanted to
obtain a moderately large sample of mediums, and if we
had included those measures, we expected to have a
much lower recruitment rate.

In conclusion, the results of this study suggest that
individuals regularly experiencing possession within a
religious context are psychologically very similar to others
who never experienced the same phenomenon, and that
the way they appraise their experiences as meaningful, as
well as the level of spiritual fusion, are predictors of well-
being. Contrary to expectations, lack of bodily control over
the possession experience was not associated with
negative outcomes.

These results must be framed within the Brazilian
cultural context in which they occurred. Specifically, one
must note that the religious beliefs of Umbanda and
other Brazilian religions, such as Candomblé, understand
that the spirits that “come down” to possess the mediums
are benevolent and seek to heal and help the living. This
cannot be generalized to other cultures where religious
possession may be regarded as mischievous (jinn in
Islamic cultures) or malignant (demons in Christian
cultures). Sensitivity to the cultural context is key to
moving away definitely from the dated psychiatric
approach which merged together possession experiences
with faith healing, mysticism, or charismatic leaders’

Braz J Psychiatry. 2022;00(00)

ability to hypnotize crowds®?; the ways in which we
experience the “mind possessed,” as well as other forms
of non-ordinary states of consciousness, deserves to be
examined with multidimensional lenses that acknowledge
the delicate interplay of physiological, psychological, and
cultural factors.
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