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Introduction: ‘Apparitions, hauntings, and poltergeists’ are universally reported phenomena with significant psychological and social implications. Despite their prevalence, the scientific study of these anomalous experiences remains fragmented, and misinformation is widespread. To address this gap, a resource titled “Fact Sheet: Ghostly Episodes at a Glance” was developed to provide an evidence-based summary for educational and clinical use.

Methods: This preliminary study evaluated the Fact Sheet’s content validity through an AI-based verification procedure. Additionally, we assessed its accessibility, utility, and global favorability among four groups: lay percipients, lay non-percipients (information-seekers), clinical practitioners, and amateur paranormal investigators (information-providers).

Results: The Fact Sheet demonstrated strong content validity, accessibility, usefulness, and favorability across all groups. However, participants suggested refinements to enhance readability and contextual depth. Statistical analysis revealed small but significant differences in global favorability scores, with information-providers more strongly endorsing the resource than information-seekers.

Conclusion: These findings underscore the importance of scientifically-grounded, accessible resources in educating diverse audiences about anomalous experiences. The study highlights the value of data-driven public education in this domain and offers specific recommendations for improving future iterations of the Fact Sheet to boost engagement and comprehension in both educational and clinical settings.
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Introduction

Encounters with ostensible spirits or non-human entities are central to many religio-spiritual traditions and practices (Plante and Schwartz, 2021; Santos and Michaels, 2022; Wilt et al., 2022). Their relevance also reaches secular contexts (Goldstein et al., 2007; Hill et al., 2018; Houran and Lange, 2001), with studies (e.g., Haraldsson, 1985; Laythe et al., 2018; Ross and Joshi, 1992) consistently indicating that a significant percentage of the general population has experienced ‘ghosts, hauntings, or poltergeists’ (collectively termed ‘ghostly episodes’ in this paper). For example, a large survey by the Pew Research Center (2009) found that 18% of Americans reported having seen or been in the presence of a ghost. Similarly, Moore’s (2005) survey indicated that around one-third of Americans believe in ghosts, with 37% reporting personal experiences that they interpreted as supernatural encounters. McClenon (2012) similarly found that 40% of respondents in a community survey had perceived an “apparition.” Another large-scale study by the Association for the Scientific Study of Anomalous Phenomena (ASSAP) found that 40% of UK respondents reported experiences they considered to be hauntings or encounters with ghosts (Castro et al., 2014). Poltergeist-like disturbances featuring physical anomalies—e.g., percussive knockings or objects displacements (Dullin, 2024)—are less common but still reported (Houran et al., 2019). Some averaged statistics (Ross and Joshi, 1992; YouGov, 2022) suggest that approximately 12% of survey respondents had encountered unusual physical events they interpreted as poltergeist activity. Overall, these findings suggest that belief in, and experiences of, ghostly episodes are relatively widespread across different cultural contexts, highlighting an area of common curiosity and personal significance for many people (Goldstein et al., 2007; Hill et al., 2018; Houran and Lange, 2001).

The deeply emotional or psychological effects that ghostly episodes often elicit (Coelho et al., 2021; Evrard et al., 2021; Houran et al., 2022) can motivate percipients to seek academic or clinical support with understanding the nature or meaning of their experiences. Unfortunately, many lay-oriented websites, podcasts, and books sensationalize the topic or provide information of either inconsistent or dubious quality (Hill, 2017; Hill et al., 2018; Potts, 2004). For instance, many sources use various vernaculars to claim incorrectly that ghostly episodes have been ‘scientifically-validated’ as being ‘paranormal or demonic’ phenomena. We think that these assertions are fundamentally unethical for promoting or confirming emotion-based beliefs versus representing evidence-based conclusions from peer-reviewed research (see, e.g., Andrade, 2017). Such proclamations also can heighten people’s distress by fueling their pre-existing fears or anxieties about the ontological reality of supernatural forces (cf. de Oliveira-Souza, 2018; Lange and Houran, 1999). These circumstances—in tandem with a modern case study of a help-seeking ‘haunted person’—encouraged Houran et al. (2024) to develop a Fact Sheet promoting awareness and responsible education on the topic of ghostly episodes. Accordingly, their tool aims to normalize versus pathologize these phenomena in line with the person-centered philosophy of modern clinical approaches to anomalous experiences (Hastings, 1983; Rabeyron, 2022; Roxburgh and Evenden, 2016a; Taves and Barlev, 2023; Woods and Wilkinson, 2017).

In particular, fact or information sheets are concise, easy-to-read resources that provide essential information on specific topics, thereby helping to promote awareness and education among diverse audiences. By summarizing key facts and presenting them in an organized way, information sheets simplify complex topics and enable users to better understand and remember pertinent data or associated recommendations (Peters et al., 2007). Their simple and direct format, often including bullet points, graphics, or charts, helps to convey quickly main ideas without overwhelming the reader with too many details (Houts et al., 2006). Fact Sheets also are a practical way to raise awareness of particular issues, because they can be shared widely across digital and print formats and thus effectively reach a broad audience. This ease of distribution allows individuals, organizations, and communities to stay informed on important issues, which can encourage positive actions related to health, environmental, or social topics (Katz et al., 2005). And since Fact Sheets are often created by trusted experts or institutions, they are generally viewed as a reliable and valuable resource for education and advocacy (Sun et al., 2019).


The present research

Outdated or inaccurate information can lead to ineffective or harmful practices, which compromises client safety and trust in healthcare educators or providers (Bero et al., 1998). Quality-checking clinical and educational resources is essential to ensure that authorities rely on accurate, current information that supports effective decision-making and patient care. Clinical resources are foundational in guiding diagnosis, treatment plans, and patient interactions, so their accuracy can directly impact patient outcomes (Schulz and Grimes, 2005). Moreover, clinical resources that undergo thorough quality checks are more likely to reflect current research, evidence-based practices, and standardized guidelines. This supports consistent standards across different healthcare or educational settings (Shojania and Grimshaw, 2005).

Quality checks often involve verifying that information sources have been peer-reviewed or validating clinical recommendations against recent academic literature. This exercise not only enhances the credibility of clinical resources but also supports practitioners in maintaining professional competence (Carman et al., 2013). Therefore, quality assurance of clinical and educational information is critical to promote safety and excellence in educational or therapeutic delivery. Accordingly, we quality-checked Houran et al.’s (2024) “Fact Sheet: Ghostly Episodes at a Glance” (referred throughout this paper as simply “Fact Sheet”) in four respects: (a) validate its content against independent, peer-reviewed literature, (b) calculate its readability metrics to gauge its general accessibility, (c) assess the reactions of different target audiences to evidence-based information that specifically aims to demystify the topic, and (d) gain insights from different target audiences about potential improvements for future versions.




Method


Transparency and openness

Our study’s design, analysis, and research materials were not pre-registered, but the protocol was reviewed and approved by the Ethics Committee at Integrated Knowledge Systems. Moreover, we strived to follow the Journal Article Reporting Standards (Kazak, 2018) and thus describe how we determined our research samples, all data exclusions (if any), specific research questions, applicable manipulations, and all measures and data abstractions.



Fact Sheet

Houran et al.’s (2024, pp. 200–202) “Fact Sheet: Ghostly Episodes at a Glance” (cf. Appendix A) is a 1,187-word resource developed by a multidisciplinary panel (Bertens et al., 2013) with expertise in quali-quantitative research across anomalistics and the social sciences. That team sourced key questions to answer in the Fact Sheet via informal conversations with research colleagues and known percipients of ghostly episodes. Then they used an iterative process of internal discussions and language refinements to produce the final version of the question-and-answer set that we evaluate here. Its content was not explicitly referenced or justified in its original source, although it drew heavily from recent research on the concept of Haunted People Syndrome (HP-S) (Laythe et al., 2021, 2022), combined with the results or conclusions from modern integrative works on ghostly episodes from parapsychological perspectives that were cited in the Fact Sheet. There can be various conventional explanations for one-off reports of ‘entity encounters’ or ‘haunted houses’ (Dagnall et al., 2020; Houran, 1997; Nickell, 2012), but HP-S specifically describes ghostly episodes recurrently manifesting to certain individuals as an interactionist phenomenon emerging from heightened somatic-sensory sensitivities that are stirred by ‘dis-ease’ states (i.e., when a person’s normal state of ‘ease’ becomes markedly disrupted or imbalanced), contextualized with paranormal belief or other sense-making mechanisms, and reinforced via perceptual contagion or threat-agency detection.



Respondent groups

We surveyed individuals spanning four distinct convenience samples that represented target audiences for the Fact Sheet, with two comprising ‘information-seekers’ and another two being ‘information-providers.’ We recruited these diverse groups via multi-prong approaches as described below. Note that our minimum sample was only 24 respondents per group, which some authors contend is more than adequate for certain sentiment studies (e.g., Guest et al., 2006). This also parallels other researchers who used smaller, targeted groups to investigate various issues in clinical settings ranging from spirituality (e.g., Eksi et al., 2016) to drug administrations (e.g., Syroid et al., 2002):


	1. Lay percipients. Data derived from 8 men and 16 women (Mage = 47.5, SD = 9.98, range = 28–68 yrs) from the USA (n = 4), UK (n = 18), Portugal (n = 1) and UAE (n = 1), who were recruited via an email and social media outreach campaign.

	2. Lay non-percipients. Data derived from 10 men, 17 women, and 1 respondent who preferred not to disclose gender (Mage = 50.9 yrs., SD = 9.36, range = 30–75 yrs) from the USA (n = 6), UK (n = 13), Austria (n = 1), Denmark (n = 1), Australia (n = 1), Ireland (n = 1), Iceland (n = 1), Kenya (n = 1), Wales (n = 1) and Canada (n = 2), who were recruited via an email and social media outreach campaign.

	3. Clinical practitioners. Data derived from 7 men and 23 women (Mage = 42.6 yrs., SD = 11.47, range = 27–72 yrs) who were recruited via email or personal communication. This US-based sample includes an advanced practice registered nurse (n = 1), psychiatrists (n = 2), therapists (mental health, trauma, and marriage-family; n = 5), social workers (hospital and hospice; n = 5), Licensed Independent Social Workers (LISW; n = 4), mental health counselors (n = 12), and a joint social-worker and mental health counselor (n = 1).

	4. Self-styled paranormal researchers (or ‘ghost-hunters’). Data derived from 20 men and 14 women (Mage = 49.5 yrs., SD = 7.86, range = 32–66 yrs) from the USA (n = 28), UK (n = 2), Australia (n = 2), Canada (n = 2) who were recruited via direct email or personal communication.





Questionnaire

In addition to indicating their Age, Gender, and Country of Origin, the respondents completed five quality-related items administered in a standardized order and involving a mix of Likert rating scales and open-ended questions: (1) Accessibility: On a scale of 1 to 4, how easy was it to understand the information on the Fact Sheet? [1 = Very difficult, 2 = Somewhat difficult, 3 = Somewhat easy, 4 = Very easy]; (2) “Did you experience any difficulties accessing or reading the Fact Sheet (e.g., font size, layout, terminology)? Please explain; (3) Utility: How well did the Fact Sheet help you understand the topic it covers? [1 = Very unhelpful, 2 = Somewhat unhelpful, 3 = Somewhat helpful, 4 = Very helpful]; (4) What information, if any, do you feel is missing from the Fact Sheet that would improve its usefulness?; and (5) Global Favorability: How likely are you to recommend this Fact Sheet to someone looking for information on this topic? [1 = Very unlikely, 2 = Somewhat Unlikely, 3 = Somewhat Likely, 4 = Very likely]. This latter index follows from the popular Net Promoter Score (NPS) approach. NPS is a clear metric that many businesses use to assess consumer satisfaction and loyalty. It centers around a single, key question: “How likely are you to recommend our product or service to a friend or colleague?” Its simplicity and ability to provide actionable insights have made NPS a widely adopted measure in customer experience management (Reichheld, 2003). We drafted the three metrics above specifically for this study, so there are no prior psychometric data to report.



Procedure

Our quality-check involved two complementary exercises. First, we worked as an expert panel (Bertens et al., 2013) to validate formally the Fact Sheet’s key statements against recent empirical literature. This included a rapid-type ‘critical review’ that considered our own work and independent studies alike. Unlike systematic reviews that involve exhaustive searches and long processing times, rapid reviews use targeted strategies for quickly identifying and synthesizing relevant literature to inform decision-making or research development (e.g., Tricco et al., 2017). The heading questions listed in the Fact Sheet were used as prompts in the AI language programs Consensus (Consensus AI, n.d.) and Co-Pilot (GitHub, n.d.). Further prompts included the key statements listed in Column 1 (effectively summary themes). We instructed both programs to provide academic references to support the answers. These were compared to the critical review references, which were confirmed in several cases. Any additional relevant references sourced by the AI programs were added to the list of empirical literature. Table 1 therefore presents a selection of this dually confirmed literature.


TABLE 1 AI-based content validation of the “Fact Sheet Ghostly Episodes.”


	Key statement, finding, or conclusion
	Authors’ supporting works
	Independent supporting works

 

 	Are ghosts, hauntings, and poltergeists real?
 1. Common phenomenon: Ghostly episodes, including ghosts, haunted houses, and poltergeist disturbances, share common principles and can deeply affect witnesses emotionally or psychologically.
 2. Scientific debate: Scientists debate the nature of these anomalies, with some suggesting spirits, others attributing them to the psychic abilities of living people, and skeptics pointing to natural causes.
 3. Lack of comprehensive explanation: While the general consensus is that these experiences are linked to the actions or psychology of living people, science currently lacks a completely proven solution for all aspects of ghostly episodes. 	Hill et al. (2018), Dagnall et al. (2020), Houran and Lange (2001) 	Alvarado and Zingrone (1995), Barrett (1911), Holzer (1965), Maher (2015), Maraldi (2017)


 	Who experiences these phenomena?
 1. Hyper Sensitivities: Individuals with heightened awareness of their environment and bodily functions.
 2. Blended Perceptions: Confusion between external information and internal sensations.
 3. Multiple Sensitivities: Presence of chemical, emotional, psychological, or social sensitivities.
 4. Mysterious Experiences: Reporting of various unexplained events beyond ghost or poltergeist disturbances. 	Houran et al. (2023), Laythe et al. (2022), Laythe et al. (2021), Laythe et al. (2018), O’Keeffe et al. (2019), Ventola et al. (2019) 	Becker (2020), Dagnall et al. (2010), Escolà-Gascón (2020), Langston et al. (2020), McAndrew (2020), Rabeyron and Loose (2015), Sangha (2020)


 	Are these phenomena dangerous?
 1. Psychological Distress: Episodes are often unpredictable and unmanageable, causing mental stress.
 2. Questioning Beliefs: The mysterious nature of episodes leads some to question their religious beliefs and sense of reality.
 3. Physical Events: Rare occurrences of physical damage, such as objects being thrown or witnesses getting scratches.
 4. Minimal Immediate Danger: Most episodes result in mental or spiritual anxiety rather than physical harm. 	Houran et al. (2019, 2022), Ventola et al. (2019) 	Dullin (2024), Lincoln and Lincoln (2015), de Oliveira-Souza (2018), Playfair (1980)


 	Can these phenomena be controlled or stopped?
 1. Interventions: Efforts by paranormal investigators, religious leaders, or psychic mediums.
 2. Varied Success Rates: Different outcomes from interventions, including cessation, temporary relief, intensification, or no effect.
 3. Statistical Findings: Specific percentages of success, temporary relief, intensification, and no effect.
 4. Psychological Support: The potential role of interventions in providing comfort and psychological support rather than addressing paranormal activity directly. 	Laythe et al. (2022), Laythe et al. (2021) 	Giordan and Possamai (2018), Palmer and Hastings (2013), Sanford (2016), Storm and Goretzki (2021)


 	What do skeptics say?
 1. Skeptical Approach: Reasonable doubt and questioning of claims or beliefs.
 2. Common Explanations: Fraud, psychological factors, and misinterpretations of natural events.
 3. Acknowledgment of Complexity: Some cases are difficult to explain with current scientific knowledge.
 4. Occam’s Razor: Preference for the simplest explanation with the fewest assumptions. 	Dagnall et al. (2020), Hill et al. (2018, 2019), Jawer et al. (2020) 	Bering et al. (2021), Castle (1991), Dean et al. (2022)


 	What should I do if my house seems haunted?
 1. Varied Reactions: Some people find living with a “ghost” intriguing or fun, while others feel annoyed or threatened.
 2. Seeking Knowledge: Those intrigued may want to learn more about the phenomena.
 3. Professional Guidance: People feeling threatened are encouraged to consult trusted professionals like psychology professors or clergy.
 4. Scientific Consultation: For intense cases, recommendations include consulting credible scientific organizations like the Society for Psychical Research and the Parapsychological Association.
 5. Avoiding Amateurs: Advising against seeking help from unvetted ghost-hunting groups or amateur paranormal researchers. 	Baker and O’Keeffe (2007), Laythe et al. (2022) 	Clausman (1947), Ironside (2018), Rabeyron (2022)


 	Where can I find more reliable information?
 1. Unreliable Sources: Popular media often provides unreliable information about ghostly episodes.
 2. Anecdotal Evidence: Reliance on personal beliefs and sensationalism rather than empirical evidence.
 3. Entertainment Over Accuracy: Prioritization of entertainment value leads to exaggeration and embellishment of stories or research findings. 	Houran and Lange (2001),
 Laythe et al. (2022) 	Parsons (2015, 2018)




 

Second, the target audiences rated the accessibility, utility, and global favorability of the Fact Sheet using a standardized survey. A personal outreach campaign that included snowball sampling, as appropriate, helped to ensure that respondents met the inclusion criteria for this research. To clarify, personal outreach campaigns use direct appeals to selected individuals, often through personalized emails or social media messages, to invite them to participate in research. This tailored approach tends to increase response rates, as the personalized nature of the outreach can make respondents feel more valued and engaged (Groves et al., 2009). And because participants in personal outreach campaigns are often selected based on specific criteria, the resulting data can better represent a targeted audience, which is particularly useful when aiming for precision in demographic or behavioral data (Dillman et al., 2014). In particular, we emailed the Fact Sheet and our questionnaire to respondents across the four groups.




Results


Content validation

Table 1 supports the Fact Sheet’s major statements or conclusions (Column 1) with two or more peer-reviewed works. The representative lists of supporting literature in Column 2 and 3 did not derive from selective reporting, however, as both the Consensus and Copilot AI programs similarly validated the accuracy of the key statements asserted in the sheet. The studies cited from the AI rapid-type critical literature review include the authors’ own recent works and independent sources. Moreover, we should emphasize that both AI programs provided a mix of skeptical and sympathetic literature on ghostly episodes.



Statistical preliminaries

We measured the Fact Sheet’s ‘Accessibility, Utility, and Global Favorability’ using a common Likert scale (maximum possible score of 4). Table 2 shows that all the mean scores in the present samples were close to this upper limit, indicating that the four audience groups perceived the content quality quite positively. Moreover, we conducted correlational analyses among the three metrics using curvilinear functions. Figure 1 illustrates the trends of these functions, with alpha curves adjusted to a visibility of 0.60 using the Python programming language (Python Software Foundation, 2023). The parameters obtained for reproducing these functions were as follows (in order): (a) Ghost-Hunters: −0.397, 1.25, 0.238, 0.262, −1.536, and 1.135; (b) Clinicians: −1.632, −8.155, −3.942, 7.447, 13.839, and −17.435; (c) Lay Percipients: −125.776, 0.631, −2.637, 190.641, 1.793, and −63.894; (d) Lay Non-Percipients: −124.714, 0.744, 0.470, 186.548, −0.975, and −61.266; and (e) Total: 0.064, 0.822, −0.983, 0.571, 0.307, and 0.097. Overall, the curvilinear structures were parabolic and upward-trending, accounting for up to 40% of the total variance.


TABLE 2 Descriptive statistics and content quality analysis.


	Variables
	Groups
	
M

	
SD

	Fisher’s F
	F p-values
	χ2
	χ2 p-values
	BF10

 

 	Accessibility 	Ghost hunters 	3.82 	0.459 	0.252 	0.860 	1.10 	0.776 	0.0623
 P(H1|D) = 5.9%


 	Clinicians 	3.77 	0.430


 	Lay percipients 	3.79 	0.415


 	Lay non-percipients 	3.86 	0.356


 	Usefulness 	Ghost hunters 	3.59 	0.657 	1.45 	0.231 	5.46 	0.141 	0.238
 P(H1|D) = 19.3%


 	Clinicians 	3.80 	0.551


 	Lay percipients 	3.46 	0.833


 	Lay non-percipients 	3.46 	0.793


 	Global Favorability 	Ghost hunters 	3.56 	0.746 	4.28 	0.007**
 (ω2 = 7.8%) 	13.8 	0.003**
 (ε2 = 12%) 	5.60
 P(H1|D) = 84.9%


 	Clinicians 	3.73 	0.583


 	Lay percipients 	3.13 	0.992


 	Lay non-percipients 	3.14 	0.803





SD, standard deviation; BF10, Bayes factor in favor of alternative hypothesis, using an equiprobable a priori distributions (50%) for null and alternative hypothesis; and P(H1|D) = Probability that the prior distribution assigned to the model (H1) adequately fits the observed data. The post hoc multiple comparison tests for the variable Overall Impression yielded significant results only for the mean difference of 3.56–3.13 (p = 0.029 < 0.05), with a standardized effect size of 0.756. The difference between 3.73 and 3.56 was also significant (p = 0.032 < 0.05), with a standardized effect size of 0.779.
 

[image: ]

FIGURE 1
 Curvilinear functions of the Accessibility, Usefulness, and Global Favorability metrics for the “Fact Sheet.” The relationship structures show quadratic interdependencies with upward trends.


The functions of the Clinicians, Lay Non-Percipients, and Lay Percipients overall exhibited consistent structural patterns, suggesting that these groups interpreted the content and applications of the Fact Sheet in a relatively homogeneous manner and with minimal conceptual discrepancies. The total 3D correlation in Figure 1 revealed an upward trend, indicating positive interrelations among the three metrics of content quality. This was further supported by Kendall’s τ-b linear correlations, which ranged from 0.20 to 0.40. The hypothesis tests in Table 1, the mean scores approaching the maximum rating of 4, and the three-dimensional graphical representations collectively provide robust evidence for the conceptual clarity and functional validity of the Fact Sheet.



Accessibility metrics

The metrics in Table 3 indicate that the current version of the Fact Sheet is most suited to readers with a college-level or higher reading proficiency (United States standards), requiring some advanced vocabulary knowledge, strong comprehension skills, and experience with complex sentence structures. It may not be easily or uniformly accessible to the general public or readers with lower literacy levels, unless it is further explained by, or discussed in consultation with, educated researchers or practitioners. Still, both groups of information-seekers rated the accessibility of the content quite high, i.e., Lay Percipients (M = 3.79) and Lay Non-Percipients (M = 3.86). The perceived accessibility of the content also was on par between the information-seekers (aggregated M = 3.83) and information-providers (aggregated M = 3.80).


TABLE 3 Readability analysis of the “Fact Sheet Ghostly Episodes” via Scott’s (2024) software.


	Metric
	Definition
	Score
	Interpretation

 

 	Flesch Reading Ease
 (Flesch, 1948) 	Scores on a 0–100 scale where higher scores mean easier readability. Scores above 60 are generally considered easily readable for most audiences. 	30 	With a low score, this text falls in the “difficult” range, suggesting it may be challenging to read and understand without advanced reading skills.


 	Flesch–Kincaid Grade Level
 (Kincaid et al., 1975) 	Estimates the U.S. grade level necessary to understand the text. Lower scores (e.g., 6–8) indicate that the text is accessible to middle school readers, while higher scores suggest a more complex text. 	13.44 	This score indicates that the text is best suited for readers at a college freshman level or higher, implying a need for advanced literacy to fully comprehend the content.


 	Gunning Fog Index
 (Gunning, 1952) 	Indicates the number of years of education needed to understand the text at first read. 	16.3 	This score suggests the text would be understandable to someone with at least 16 years of formal education, meaning a senior college level, reflecting high sentence complexity and vocabulary.


 	SMOG Index
 (McLaughlin, 1969) 	Calculates reading level based on the number of complex words, ideal for assessing comprehension difficulty. 	11.84 	This index suggests the text is accessible to readers with at least a 12th-grade reading level, suitable for upper high school readers but still relatively complex.


 	Automated Readability Index
 (Smith and Senter, 1967) 	Similar to other grade-level indices, estimating the minimum age required to understand the text. 	14.52 	This indicates a readability level aligned with 14–15 years of education, typically sophomore to junior college level, reinforcing the need for advanced comprehension skills.


 	Coleman-Liau Index
 (Coleman and Liau, 1975) 	Focuses on the number of characters, words, and sentences, also providing a grade-level estimate. 	15.43 	This index suggests that a reader would need at least 15 years of education to understand the text, indicating a difficulty level appropriate for college students or advanced readers.




 



Utility metrics

Table 3 also shows that our groups of information-providers (aggregated M = 3.70) and information-seekers (aggregated M = 3.46) both rated the Fact Sheet as highly useful, though the former gave consistently higher ratings than the former in this respect. The open-ended feedback discussed outlines some probable reasons for this outcome, which involve issues with presenting technical information to a lay audience. Indeed, we observed no differences in the tool’s perceived utility across the Lay Percipients and Lay Non-Percipients.



Global favorability metrics

Recall that the overall impression of the Fact Sheet was assessed via a one-item index of ‘global favorability’ (i.e., “How likely are you to recommend this ‘Fact Sheet on Ghostly Episodes’ to someone looking for information on this topic?” on a 1–4 scale). The information-providers (aggregated M = 3.65) and information-seekers (aggregated M = 3.14) both had good impressions of the tool, indicating they were “Somewhat Likely” to “Highly Likely” to recommend it as a resource to others. However, as reported below, we observed some small but statistically significant differences among the groups’ ratings.



Group comparisons

Table 2 gives descriptive statistics and summarizes the analysis of differences on the metrics of Accessibility, Utility, and Global Favorability across the information providers (i.e., Clinicians vs. Ghost-Hunters) and information-seekers (i.e., Lay Percipients vs. Lay Non-Percipients). Ideally, no statistically significant differences emerge, as these could introduce variability and potential bias that may require further consideration. Although Accessibility and Usefulness showed no significant effects, we found some discrepancies on Global Favorability between Ghost-Hunters and both Clinicians and Lay Percipients. Multiple comparisons revealed that Clinicians scored significantly higher, which was not unexpected, given that the Fact Sheet was designed to align with professional needs in mental health and psychology.

To ensure a robust estimation, the Bayes Factor (BF) was included, with prior probabilities for the null and alternative hypotheses set at 50%. This approach integrates Bayesian hypothesis testing within the classical frequentist framework while maintaining the advantages of Bayesian inference. The BF values did not exceed 10, i.e., the commonly used threshold in this type of analysis due to its odds-based interpretation (Escolà-Gascón, 2022). This suggests that the observed significance for this metric should be considered marginal, as the statistical validity of the differences cannot be confidently established. This interpretation is further supported by effect size estimates based on explained variance (ω2 and ε2 coefficients), with a maximum effect size of 12%. The absence of significant differences is not necessarily problematic, as it may indicate that the Fact Sheet exhibits low inter-population variability. This, in turn, suggests that the tool’s structure is less susceptible to sociocultural biases.



Suggested refinements

Visual inspection of the participants’ open-ended feedback, supplemented by a thematic analysis via the popular AI language program ChatGPT-4 (OpenAI, 2023), suggested four categories of recommended improvements to future versions of the Fact Sheet involving (a) Accessibility and Readability, (b) Content Completeness and Utility, (c) Audience Tailoring and Tone, and (d) Additional Topics of Interest. Table 4 summarizes this set of feedback from the four target groups. All the audiences consistently lauded the Fact Sheet’s professional and balanced approach to contextualizing ghostly episodes, but they likewise called for improved readability, emotional support, and practical advice tailored to the specific needs of each audience.


TABLE 4 Summary of open-ended feedback on refining the “Fact Sheet on Ghostly Episodes.”


	Audience
	Major themes

 

 	Paranormal investigators 	Accessibility
 
	• Clear Language: Use simple, straightforward language for easy readability, especially for non-specialist audiences.

	• Improved Formatting:

	• Break up complex or technical sections into bullet points.

	• Use shorter paragraphs for easier scanning.

	• Grammatical Corrections: Address minor grammar issues and adjust the flow for smoother readability.

	• Simplify Technical Terms: Where possible, rephrase complex technical phrases to ensure accessibility.

	• Cross-Platform Compatibility: Ensure the document’s formatting is compatible across various platforms (e.g., mobile, desktop).

	• Multiple Formats: Offer the document in various formats like PDF or web versions to cater to different needs.


Utility
 
	• Simplified Language: Adapt complex sections to a lower reading level without losing meaning, using a reassuring tone, especially for emotionally distressed audiences.

	• Enhanced Presentation:

	• Incorporate bullet points, visuals, and concise paragraphs to boost engagement.

	• Fill Information Gaps: Include definitions, examples, and practical steps. Add perspectives on medical, cultural, and alternative scientific views.

	• Balanced Tone: Maintain scientific rigor while being sensitive to the personal and emotional aspects of paranormal experiences.

	• Targeted Audience: Define the audience clearly (e.g., general readers, researchers, individuals experiencing phenomena) and tailor the content accordingly.


General Suggestions
 
	• The feedback highlights the Fact Sheet’s clarity and balanced tone. Further attention could be given to targeting specific audiences, offering practical advice, and providing emotional support for individuals facing paranormal experiences





 	Clinical practitioners 	Accessibility
 
	• Clear Content: Most users found the content easy to understand and accessible.

	• Formatting: A suggestion was made to use bullet points for better readability.


Utility
 
	• Psychoeducation: There were requests for more information on differentiating hallucinations from paranormal experiences.

	• Therapist Guidance: Interest in strategies for therapists managing paranormal concerns.

	• Cultural & Historical Perspectives: A desire for inclusion of cultural and historical views on paranormal beliefs.


General Suggestions
 
	• Enhanced Readability: Incorporate bullet points to improve clarity.

	• Information Evaluation: Add a section on how to assess the reliability of external information.

	• Validating Language: Use language that validates diverse experiences to foster inclusivity.

	• Audience Clarity: Clarify if the content is for clinicians or the general public.

	• Content Adjustments:

	• Prioritize free resources.

	• Reorder sections for better flow and understanding.





 	Lay percipients 	Accessibility
 
	• User Experience: Most users did not report issues accessing or reading the content.

	• Formatting Suggestions:

	• Use bullet points, subheadings, and italics to improve readability.

	• Enhance the presentation with color, graphics, and improved overall formatting.


Utility
 
	• Content Completeness: Most respondents felt that no critical information was missing.

	• Suggestions for Clarity and Engagement:

	• Include examples to clarify concepts and engage readers.

	• Add historical context for ghostly experiences.

	• Clarify the types of phenomena discussed (e.g., visual, acoustic, temperature changes).

	• Explore multiple explanations for ghostly phenomena.

	• Tone and Audience:

	• Some felt the content was too academic and not tailored for a general audience.

	• One comment noted that the content was not “interesting.”

	• Additional Topics:

	• Request for more discussion on the physiological effects of ghostly encounters.





 	Lay non-percipients 	Accessibility
 
	• User Experience:

	• Most users had no issues accessing or reading the content.

	• Several praised the content for being well-organized, informative, and well-written.

	• Suggestions for Improvement:

	• Shorten sections for brevity.

	• Rename the Fact Sheet to “Summary of Current Research on Ghostly Episodes” to better reflect its overview nature, rather than focusing on “hard facts.”

	• One commenter found the term “afflicted” offensive.


Utility
 
	• Content Completeness:

	• Most respondents did not feel any critical information was missing.

	• The Fact Sheet was considered a strong foundational overview.

	• Requests for Additional Information:

	• Clarifications on specific points, additional references, and further medical explanations for ghostly phenomena.

	• A desire for more skeptical perspectives.

	• Suggestions for Improvement:

	• Discuss the negative impact and psychological distress of dismissing individuals’ ghostly experiences.

	• Provide clearer distinctions between hauntings, poltergeists, and related phenomena.

	• Specific Inquiry:

	• One comment inquired about how to respond in the moment when encountering a ghost.







 

In particular, the amateur paranormal investigators recommended further simplifying the language, improving formatting with bullet points and shorter paragraphs, and offering multiple formats for accessibility. There was also suggestions to balance scientific rigor with emotional sensitivity. That is, some respondents thought that incorporating a gentler, more supportive or reassuring tone may enhance its impact or effectiveness, especially for percipients who are distressed about their anomalous experiences. Clinical practitioners expressed interest in more guidance on distinguishing paranormal experiences from hallucinations, strategies for therapists, and the inclusion of cultural and historical perspectives. Lay percipients sought content that is more engaging and less academic, with requests for examples, historical context, and clarification of different types of paranormal phenomena. They also wanted to explore physiological effects and multiple explanations for ghostly experiences. Lay non-percipients further suggested shortening sections for brevity, renaming the Fact Sheet for accuracy, and including more skeptical perspectives and clearer distinctions between various anomalous phenomena. Future efforts might thus strive to further simplify the current content or perhaps augment the text with images, tables, or figures to make the material more visually engaging (Nielsen and Loranger, 2006) or compatible with diverse learning styles (Clark and Paivio, 1991). Research indeed shows that people are more likely to remember information when it is paired with relevant images (McCrudden and Schraw, 2007). The Fact Sheet fits a single page when printed double-sided, though there might be room for some appropriate graphic(s) if the font size and content placement are adjusted.

Although not included as part of the participants’ suggested improvements, Appendix B provides our initial ‘children’s form’ of the Fact Sheet to address ghostly episodes or related fears reported by this vulnerable population. This version is certainly justified and should be helpful, because it is not uncommon for children of various ages to encounter ‘ghosts’ or other types of anomalous entities, including ‘deep’ imaginary friends that seemingly ‘come to life’ and exhibit a personality or will of their own (e.g., Drinkwater et al., 2024; Lange et al., 2023; Laythe et al., 2021; Little et al., 2021). Similarly, poltergeist-like disturbances often seem to focus on the presence of particular children or adolescents (for important discussions on this point, see Houran et al., 2022; Roll, 1977; Ventola et al., 2019). Muris et al. (2001) further reported that the vast majority of children they interviewed about nighttime anxieties referenced a fear of ghosts and monsters, which they attributed to negative information versus conditioning or modeling. Therefore, making the Fact Sheet accessible to young people who are naturally curious can help them to understand this topic (and their experiences, as applicable) in a way that is constructive and age appropriate. Child-friendly material also encourages early education, fosters critical thinking, and ensures that kids are not confused or misinformed by complex or misleading sources (Dwyer, 2023; Gilmour, 2024; Ku et al., 2023).




Discussion

Information sheets and clear-cut summaries of parapsychological topics have certainly been published before now (e.g., Palmer et al., 1989; Van Dyke and Juncosa, 1973; Zingrone et al., 2015). Instructive, freely available examples include (a) Psychology Today’s online overview of parapsychology.,1 (b) the Society for Psychical Research’s Psi Encyclopedia2 with its accessible articles across a vast array of psi-related subjects, and (c) the Windbridge Research Center’s various Fact Sheets on ‘mediumship’ phenomena and ‘end-of-life’ experiences penned from a pro-paranormal perspective3. But ours is perhaps the first Fact Sheet for both professional and lay audiences that collates key scientific information about the often-sensationalized topic of ghostly episodes. Its content draws on current, independent studies in peer-reviewed journals, and the descriptions avoid ideological bias (pro or con) concerning the ontological reality of controversial mechanisms like putative psi (e.g., Cardeña, 2018) or postmortem survival of consciousness (e.g., Wahbeh et al., 2023). Accordingly, our Fact Sheet speaks fairly both to information-seekers who have had anomalous experiences or not, and to those who believe in the paranormal or not. Note the title of the Fact Sheet is intentionally simple and accessible given that research suggests shorter titles are easier to understand and increase reader engagement (Letchford et al., 2015; Paiva et al., 2012; Subotic and Mukherjee, 2014).

Some readers might question the need for this resource in routine educational or clinical practice, so two points are worth noting here. First, many practitioners are likely to interact with percipients of the ‘mystical or paranormal’ at some point. In particular, thin-boundary (or encounter-prone) individuals consistently report various clinically-relevant issues like mood swings, substance use, memory aberrations, nightmares, and night terrors (Houran et al., 2002; Houran and Thalbourne, 2003; Lange et al., 2000; Thalbourne et al., 2003a; Thalbourne et al., 2003b; Thalbourne et al., 2001; Thalbourne and Houran, 2005), as well as an array of non-ordinary cognitions or experiences typically attributed to the supernatural (Evans et al., 2019; Kumar and Pekala, 2001; McClenon, 2012; Rosen et al., 2023; Roxburgh et al., 2024; Simmonds-Moore, 2024; Swami et al., 2024). Second, practitioners may neither know about nor understand the scientific literature on ghostly episodes. This can effectively limit their ability to facilitate responsible education or sense-making with percipients, a consideration that likewise applies to self-styled paranormal investigators who often lack professional training or credentials in scientific research (Hill, 2017; Hill et al., 2019; Potts, 2004). Some authors have nonetheless proposed systems for people to assess the quality of information that they source on ghostly episodes (e.g., Laythe et al., 2022, pp. 229–231), but this is not equivalent to having a ready-made, integrative, and accessible summary of key findings in this domain.

Though not representing strong or consistently significant effects, our sample of information-seekers nonetheless tended to rate the utility and global favorability of the Fact Sheet slightly lower than the information-providers. This raises questions of potential ideological biases and associated mediators or moderators of the acceptance of (or resistance to) scientific findings on ghostly episodes—especially when information-seekers want validation that their experiences were truly paranormal (cf. Rabeyron, 2022). This tool therefore cautions clinicians who might expect that these experiences are wholly explained by current scientific models, as well as amateur ghost-hunters who might assume that these experiences are mostly parapsychological in nature. These issues further speak to the literature on misinformation, disinformation, and malinformation—terms are often used interchangeably, yet describe distinct types of false or harmful information based on their intent and accuracy. Misinformation stems from a lack of awareness, disinformation thrives on deceit, and malinformation exploits truth for ulterior motives (Lewandowsky et al., 2017; Wardle and Derakhshan, 2017). Kandel (2020) even proposed three grades of ‘information disorder’ with increasing severity. We draw on this system to speculate that most public misinformation about ghostly episodes is likely “Grade 1” (i.e., a milder form in which the individual shares false information without the intent of harming others), although some examples probably involve Grade 2, i.e., “… a moderate form in which the individual develops and shares false information with the intent of making money and political gain, but not with the intent of harming people (Kandel, 2020, p. 280).

Despite the Fact Sheet’s beneficial content and features, our results suggest that its utility is restricted as a ‘standalone’ resource for some audiences (cf. Clarke et al., 2024). This situation means that information-providers might better use the tool as a discussion sheet whereby information-seekers are walked through the content to ensure a full and fair understanding of the material. On the other hand, information-seekers with good levels of education or verbal comprehension should be able to consult the Fact Sheet ‘as is.’ Another key audience for the Fact Sheet apart from clinical practitioners and self-styled paranormal investigators could be ‘paranormal tours’ operators, who typically mesh history and folklore for commercial entertainment (Houran et al., 2020). We should mention here that attendees are more likely to recommend or return for future tours when they feel they are learning something of value (Hill, 2017). Indeed, many paranormal tourists are seeking an opportunity for personal growth or cultural exploration (Hanks, 2018). Incorporating credible information also addresses the ethical responsibilities of operators, as misleading tourists can introduce legal complications if they feel deceived (Sharpley, 2018). Accordingly, a balanced approach—combining authenticity with open-minded speculation—tends to captivate paranormal tourists far more effectively than simply hearing sensationalized ghost stories (cf. Tarlow, 2005).

We acknowledge other important limitations with this research, such as our use of single-item measures that are sometimes criticized on psychometric grounds (Allen et al., 2022). Moreover, the results derived from smaller samples with a restricted measurement of respondents’ demographic variables that could have influenced the quality ratings. The present findings should therefore be considered preliminary and in need of cross-cultural verification. It might also be useful to correlate impressions of the Fact Sheet with respondents’ education levels and duration in their respective roles as clinical practitioners or self-styled paranormal investigators, as applicable. Regarding potential moderators of the percipients’ ratings, it also could have been instructive to understand the intensity of their ghostly episodes as measured by Houran et al.’s (2019) Survey of Strange Events, or to measure the time elapsed since the percipients’ ghostly episodes occurred, which might lead to either embellished recollections of anomalous experiences (e.g., Lange et al., 2004) or interpretations that are skewed for or against the paranormal (e.g., Drinkwater et al., 2019). Finally, we gauged only the perceived quality of the content versus its educational or clinical impacts on its intended audiences (see, e.g., Lam et al., 2025). Future research should therefore include outcome studies to confirm the tool’s capacity to facilitate efficacious sense-making for percipients or those seriously interested in credible scientific information on this topic.

Knowledge is power as the saying goes (cf. Bacon, 1597-1996; Hobbes, 1668-1994). But when presented via sympathetic information sheets, knowledge also can serve as ‘permission slips’ for percipients to freely share their stories with practitioners or researchers. This is important since belief in paranormal and spiritual phenomena (including ghosts and non-human discarnate agents) often arises from lived experiences (Clarke, 1995; Cseh et al., 2024; Jackson et al., 2023), although percipients may be reluctant to discuss their experiences or beliefs for fear of being ridiculed or pathologized (Blinston, 2013; Mohr and Huguelet, 2004; Roxburgh and Evenden, 2016a, 2016b). Other times, percipients seek expert support for their fears of being hurt, going crazy, hurting someone else (i.e., a sense of responsibility toward others), or losing control (Siegel, 1986). We often find therefore that percipients are eager to share their accounts with interested professionals who are able to impart to them a sense of understanding, normalization, or contribution to science. It seems that both clinical and research approaches should correspondingly work in tandem to advance a holistic understanding of the nature or meaning of these often dramatic and even transformative occurrences. The reality is that ghostly episodes will likely never go away (Hill et al., 2018). Therefore, clinical and research professionals alike should become sufficiently educated to engage these reports with empathy and intellectual humility so that percipients may better understand and cope with this universal aspect of human experience.
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Footnotes

1   https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/parapsychology

2   https://psi-encyclopedia.spr.ac.uk/

3   https://www.windbridge.org/fact-sheets/
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