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ABSTRACT
21% century television and the Internet are awash in content regarding amateur paranormal
investigators and research groups. These groups proliferated after reality investigation programs
appeared on television. Exactly how many groups are active in the U.S. at any time is not known.
The Internet provides an ideal means for people with niche interests to find each other and
organize activities. This study collected information from 1000 websites of amateur research and
investigation groups (ARIGS) to determine their location, area of inquiry, methodology and,
particularly, to determine if they state that they use science as part of their mission, methods or
goals. 57.3% of the ARIGs examined specifically noted or suggested use of science as part of the
groups’ approach to investigation and research. Even when not explicit, ARIGs often used
science-like language, symbols and methods to describe their groups’ views or activities. Yet,
non-scientific and subjective methods were described as employed in conjunction with objective
methods. Furthermore, what were considered scientific processes by ARIGs did not match with
established methods and the ethos of the scientific research community or scientific processes of
investigation. ARIGs failed to display fundamental understanding regarding objectivity,
methodological naturalism, peer review, critical thought and theoretical plausibility. The
processes of science appear to be mimicked to present a serious and credible reputation to the
non-scientific public. These processes are also actively promoted in the media and directly to the
local public as “scientific”. These results highlight the gap between the scientific community and
the lay public regarding the understanding of what it means to do science and what criteria are

necessary to establish reliable knowledge about the world.
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INTRODUCTION
Background

The “mysterious and unexplained” draws great interest from the public who has a
romantic view of the paranormal. Ghosts in particular are widely accepted in our culture,
permeating media such as film and television (Booker, 2009; Edwards, 2001) but UFOs and
mystery animals such as Bigfoot are also prominent. News outlets deliver stories about haunted
locales and bizarre animal photographs alongside current events. Small towns with their own
paranormal claim to fame such as Point Pleasant, WV (Mothman) and Roswell, NM (UFO crash)
hold annual festivals to draw tourists. Historic towns such as New Orleans and Gettysburg have
multiple “ghost tour” businesses to introduce visitors to reported paranormal activity all around
town. Television in the early 21% century abounds with programs that portray everyday people
directing and participating in investigations into mysterious phenomena such as hauntings,
monster sightings and UFO encounters.

Around 2000, a new kind of “reality-based” paranormal-themed show first appeared on
television. These programs featured real people, not actors, who traveled to real-world locations
and claimed to experience, investigate and record paranormal phenomena. Similar ad hoc groups
sprang up in the U.S. for the stated purpose of investigating and researching
paranormal/supernatural activity and fringe areas of scientific knowledge (such as ghosts,
monsters, UFOs and parapsychology).

Support for these shows may come from an audience that subscribes to a paranormal
worldview. A 2009 Pew survey of over 2000 people showed 29% of people reported they have
been in touch with the dead. 18% experienced ghosts. Both these values are increases over

previous surveys. In total, 65% of the population of adults express belief in or report having
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experience with at least one supernatural phenomena (Pew Research Center, 2009).

Andrews (2007) found 316 ghost investigation groups via a Google web search in
January 2007. Brown (2008) found 27 in 6 New England states, roughly correlated with
population. Word of mouth in the paranormal and skeptical communities in early 2010 suggested
the number of these groups in the U.S. alone had grown into the thousands. If this number was
true, this constitutes a substantial number of participants in this type of activity in America. In
addition, millions view this type of shows on television each week, of which there are several.
Ghost Hunters, the most popular of this genre on the SyFy network, boasts over 2 million
viewers per episode (Seidman, 2009). Their group, TAPS (The Atlantic Paranormal Society),
offers affiliation for other independent groups under their banner.

Amateur hobbyist groups are commonplace in the U.S., but ARIGs are unique in that
their topics of interest exist on the fringes of science. While these topics are appealing to the
public, they are essentially ignored by mainstream scientific research (Westrum, 1979). Yet, these
groups have adopted a serious, business-like image and frequently claim they are “scientific” or
“use science” as part of their endeavors. ARIG leaders are portrayed as “experts” of paranormal
phenomena by the media. Some groups even state that they are “not amateurs” (TAPS, 2010).
Since these groups are focused on areas outside of orthodox research, what can these groups
accomplish?

Scientists and the skeptical community (those that utilize scientific skepticism as a
process to assess claims) are quick to dismiss the pro-paranormal research groups as misguided
and, perhaps, silly wastes of time. Yet, science educators promote engagement of the public in
scientific topics, and encourage questioning and critical examination. From popular portrayals, it

appears that ARIGs are enthusiastically pursuing activities as desired by science educators,
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however, the subject matter and attitudes are not conventionally scientific.

Because participants in these groups are not part of a traditional scientific research
community, they can be considered part of the lay public. ARIG’s methods and procedures,
especially if stated as “scientific,” can give us insight into what the non-scientific public thinks it
means to do science. My hypothesis was that participants who are untrained in scientific methods
and procedures would not be able to produce quality research results acceptable to the scientific
community. To do so would take specific experience that one can not readily obtain outside of
academic training. | also anticipated that |1 would find broad use of scientific jargon and
examples of misappropriating and misunderstanding concepts. | expected almost all ARIGs
would attempt to utilize science-like methods or claim to be scientific as reflected in the popular
television shows.

The lowered cost and greater availability of computers and Internet connectivity in the
21 century allow people sitting at home to access information faster than ever before. They can
even participate in scientific research through Internet connections to institutions. In this way,
science hobbyists can contribute their time and observational skills to a new category of amateur
science activities. | defined ARIGs in a specific way to differentiate ARIGs from these "citizen
science™ activities. While similarities exist - volunteers without scientific training participate in
observation, measurements and recording - the main differences are that "citizen science"
projects are designed, organized and conducted under the auspices of scientific institutions and
academic researchers or local interests groups, such as watershed organizations. The projects
have clear, measurable goals and strict methodology to achieve them. Practices are scientifically
sound and subjected to both group and expert review. Examples of “citizen science" projects

include bird observation counts, animal mortality counts, Moon Zoo (detailed crater counts) and
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Galaxy Zoo (classifying galaxies based on shape)®. The data resulting from volunteer efforts is
used to produce knowledge that is shared with the scientific community.

Following along a different path are the self-formed, self-run ARIG groups who are
curious enough about a perceived unknown phenomena to organize themselves to participate in
this newly-styled paranormal culture. They have no guides except for the popular media and
have no experience with a scientific protocol. As popular culture content providers capitalized on
the public interest in the paranormal, the reality-based image of paranormal investigation groups
emerged with a new sense of seriousness on the topic. They are dedicated, sober, technological,
scientifically-minded and skeptical. Or, that is the image they present to the public — the image of
a “scientist”.

Legislators and educators worry that the scientific competitiveness of U.S. students and
workforce is falling behind other parts of the world. The U.S. public responds positively to an
inordinate amount of products, services and ideas that have no scientific support, such as
Creationism, alternative medicine and personal improvement devices. National surveys
consistently suggest that few Americans understand concepts in science such as experimental
design. While the causes of low science literacy are complex and debatable, the American public
still considers scientists to be important contributors of society and the “scientific method” as a
sophisticated, reliable way to obtain information. That is, the American public will pay attention
to information delivered in a seemingly scientific-wrapped package and assume it has merit. The
obvious rise in popularity of these groups prompted my interest in whether the public considers
these ARIG activities as legitimate science.

What follows is a study of information gathered from an Internet-accessible population of

these groups. This study poses the following research questions: How popular are these groups?

1 For these projects and more, access http://scienceforcitizens.net.
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What are their interests, stated purpose(s) and goals? How frequently do ARIGs use “science” to
self-identify their activities and in what capacity? How does their idea of “science” compare to
established, conventional, orthodox scientific practices? Additional questions include: How
might ARIG activities be characterized in a social context? And, can the activities of ARIGs

contribute to a body of established knowledge about their subjects?

Defining “ARIGs” and the paranormal

To denote amateur research and investigation groups, | use the acronym “ARIGs”. These

groups as having the following characteristics:
1. Not under the auspices of an academic institution or headed by working scientists;
2. Activities focused primarily around unexplained events such as reports of
hauntings, mystery animals, unidentified aerial objects, natural anomalies, and
parapsychological phenomena;
3. Self-forming and self-perpetuating, but may hold some affiliation with a larger
group;
4. Advertisement of group, activities and/or services via the Internet;
5. Activities undertaken do not provide a primary form of income for participants.
This term does not require that the activity is non-compensated but, in almost all cases,
the activities are organized and conducted by volunteers and any “services” are, generally,
rendered free of charge. Some groups will charge for expenses incurred for travel or request
donations but most are explicitly non-profits or state they are not businesses. Some groups are
affiliated with tourist businesses such as guided tours, shops or museums or will promote book or

other merchandise sales, which generates some income that presumably is used to sustain the
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group’s activities. Those few groups that have members with celebrity status will charge
appearance fees. 2

The amateur research and investigation groups (ARIGs) uniquely focus on those areas
where no other organized research or inquiry is focused — those on the questionable fringes of
experience, or “paranormal” activity. The root meaning of “paranormal” is “beside, above or
beyond normal” (Baker & Nickell, 1992, p. 53). A more precise operational definition would be:
those extraordinary phenomena perceived to defy explanation or are not yet explained using
current scientific understanding. Therefore, “paranormal” is exclusionary — all that which is not
normal (Collins & Pinch, 1982). Paranormal can be contrasted with “supernatural” which
presupposes that the phenomenon operates outside the existing laws of nature. “Paranormal” can
be taken to mean that we may yet discover a normal cause, redefine natural laws to
accommodate the phenomena or, that it will one day come into the realm of established science.
“Supernatural” does not suggest this. The supernatural can not be examined by science since, by
definition, natural rules do not apply. Paranormal events can appear to be supernatural.

The term “paranormal” has expanded in scope in the past few decades to include all
mysterious phenomena seemingly shunned by orthodox scientific inquiry. Twenty years ago,
the most frequent interpretation of “the paranormal” was psychic powers. Today, it refers
primarily to ghosts and hauntings but encompasses other weird subjects. This new usage has
much to do with popular culture products that have co-opted the term to gather similarly

peculiar topics under one rubric.

2 Itis not known if these celebrities derive their primary income from this but the ability to charge for
appearances does appear to be rare.
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REVIEW OF LITERATURE
Literature selected was primarily from the fields of social science. Journal articles and
references are abundant regarding the topics of amateurism and the demarcation between science
and pseudoscience. Several books condense and discuss cultural aspects of science in the public
and professional sphere and paranormal in American culture. Various handbooks exist to describe
investigatory techniques. Finally, although there is considerable literature on belief in the
paranormal, | noted that there are essentially no scholarly studies that have referenced the rise of

amateur investigation.

Amateurs

Modern science has its roots in amateur activities prior to the 19" century (Mims, 1999;
O’Connor & Meadows, 1976; Ziman, 2000) when naturalists earned their expertise from first-
hand experience. Professionalism in science was first distinguished by jargon and specialization
of individuals in a particular field of study. As education improved, professional values
developed. O’Connor and Meadows (1976) provides an example of this in geology, where they
discuss the sudden increase in specialized language and complexity during the period of
professionalization in the 19" century. By the 1870’s science outpaced the understanding of the
public (Daniels, 1971) and by the 1920’s, the scientific community was effectively isolated
(Toumey, 1996). Amateurs were pushed out due to the complexity, more rigorous processes
required and the increased costs of research and experimentation. Advanced training was now
necessary to obtain expertise in the subject (O’Connor & Meadows, 1976). Scientific societies

restricted membership to those with credentials and served to further professionalize the field.
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Even though we draw a distinction between amateurs and professionals in modern
science, amateur contributions have not disappeared. Amateurs still contribute valuable
knowledge in areas where many and prolonged direct observation is required (especially
astronomy, meteorology and animal population studies such as bird counts) (Gregory &

Miller, 2000; Lankford, 1981; Mims, 1999). Computers have expanded the capabilities of
amateur contributors (Mims, 1999).

Lankford (1981) also points out the freedom of the amateur to explore any problem he
wished and be innovative, unencumbered by funding stipulations, especially in those subjects
typically off limits to institutionally affiliated scientists. He calls amateurs the “advance
parties scouting distance frontiers.” On the other hand, this freedom limits amateurs' ability to
received grants, publish in journals, and achieve the prestige of a professional. The advantage
that amateurs have to operate at the edges of science disappears when the main body envelops
those edges and the conventional scientist gains hold.

Amateur literally means “one who loves”. Dedicated amateurs spend considerable time
and money to gain expertise. Mims (1999) speaks on their motivation out of love for the subject
and to be acknowledged for their contributions. Collins (2006) and Friedlander (1995) describe
how publicly accessible scientists are “deluged by self-styled pioneers” (Collins, 2006) who
claim they have found breakthroughs. This tendency to regard oneself as progressive or cutting-
edge is a hallmark quality of the pseudoscientist (Bunge, 1984), which is discussed later.
Scientists view input from outside their community as inferior and it may be ignored entirely
(Beveridge, 1957), especially if it relates to paranormal topics (Marks, 1986). Therefore,

amateurs face a stigma.
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What is science?

“Science” can be defined as both systemized knowledge and a process. It can be the
systematically derived body of knowledge and/or it can be the approach you follow to obtain that
knowledge. There are other ways of gaining knowledge about the world but, in Western society,
science is a privileged method of inquiry. Ziman (2000) sees science as a social institution, a
complex system, where the people doing science, their instruments, institutions and journals all
interact to produce reliable knowledge.

Reference to a “scientific method” began in the mid 19" century in American popular
literature (Thurs, 2007). The scientific method may be spelled out as steps in a process but it is
more of a mindset, than a formal technique. There is no one method that guarantees true results
(Haack, 2007). Though there may be no concrete, clearly definable “scientific method,”
scientists do subscribe to methodologies and ideals. The “ethos” defined by ideals or norms —
communalism, universalism, disinterestedness and skepticism (Merton, 1942) — define science as
a unigue way of knowing.

The fine points of genuine scientific methodology are described in Beveridge (1957) and
Ziman (2000). Communalism means that the knowledge and the supporting data are shared.
Scientists provide sufficient information so that others can attempt to reproduce or falsify the
work. It also requires that scientific knowledge is archived and organized for others to access.
Secrecy makes scientific work useless. Only a communal effort can strip the product of biases
and mistakes. Originality is stressed so that work is not duplicated. This requires that the
researcher be fully aware of what others have already found.

Universalism represents the ideal in which the social context is not important; where no

one authority can dictate what is acceptable.
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Disinterestedness means that one must be morally detached from the arguments presented
and unbiased. Humility is a virtue exhibited by the practice of citing others for their work.

Skepticism is represented by the processes of peer review, debate and informed criticism
that subjects new ideas to tests for merit and validity. This is science’s self policing system.

To be scientific, one needs more than just data and facts; a framework is required to place
these where they make sense and how they can be tested further. Scientific evidence is described
as a “tightly interlocking mesh of reasons well anchored in experience” (Haack, 2007). To be
scientific, the scientist also limits his explanations to those rely purely on natural laws (Pigliucci,
2010). Called “methodological naturalism,” this restriction draws the boundary around what can
be examined scientifically and excludes use of supernatural causes.

Scientific skills are highly specialized. Observation requires talent, skill, special
knowledge, training and practice (Haack, 2007; Ziman, 2000). Attention to clarity and accuracy
are stressed. Preparation is required which means reading the literature, carefully identifying the
problem, designing the procedures of investigation and separating observation from
interpretation (Beveridge, 1957). These specialized skills and rigorous ideals set science apart
and gives it unique status in Western culture. That it is an establishment closed off to just anyone
was a “prerequisite” to achieving such cultural power (Thurs, 2007).

Additional scientific attitudes and investigatory strategies are listed in Baker and Nickell
(1992, pp. 28-31, 78-83). They outline the difficulty in acquiring the “truth” in investigations
because of the various human elements involved. Science is, after all, a human activity prone to
error.

In this study, “scientificity” is the term | use to mean of, relating to, or employing the real

or perceived methodology of science or taking a scientific-minded approach. The degree of
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scientificity is based on the ARIGs information as presented on their publicly available websites.

Science and the public

When the non-scientist thinks about science, what comes to mind? The National
Science and Engineering Indicators (NSF, 2009) survey results show that being “scientific”
means that “conclusions are based on solid evidence,” one “carefully examines different
interpretation of results,” the work is “[replicated] by other scientists” and done by those “with
advanced degrees.” Gauchat (2010) finds that U.S. adults associate what science is or should
be with three areas - having a systematic method, taking place in a special location (a
university or a lab) and, to a lesser degree, obtaining knowledge that is in accordance with
common sense and tradition.

American society has embraced and incorporated science into its institutions since the
end of the 19" century (Daniels, 1971). The public sees science as an authority, an activity for
the elite (Michael, 1992), trustworthy (Ziman, 2000), and a way to legitimize a conclusion
(Toumey, 1996). Scientists attain very high prestige in society (NSF, 2009), so much so that
there is a reluctance to use the term 'scientist' by non-experts (Thurs, 2007). In modern society,
science and involvement of scientists is used in various ways to lend confidence and authority
to an activity or viewpoint (Agin, 2006; Thurs, 2007; Toumey, 1996).

Yet, science is presented to the public in a way to which they are unaccustomed. Formal
scientific language is “very unnatural” (Ziman, 2000, p. 137). Words must be precisely defined,
emotion is removed, and arguments must be sophisticated and concise. We encounter qualifiers
that indicate probability arguments such as “likely” and “suggests”, not absolutes (Ziman, 2000).

People will associate science with being strict, distance, out of reach, special, an “other”,
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technical, practical, unfathomable (Michael, 1992).

We get a simplified and optimistic representation of science from what we see on TV
(Collins, 1987; Pigliucci, 2010). In a similar discussion, Toumey (1996) notes how science
viewed by laypersons is about the symbols (such as paraphernalia and certain characteristics of
scientists) and end products. The public, isolated from the scientific community, knows little of
the rigor in the process. Because there is little understanding of what these symbols mean and
how the end products were genuinely derived, it becomes easy to hijack representations of
science. These tactics, which he calls “conjuring of science,” warps science’s unique worth (p.
23).

“Scientific” as “an all-purpose, term of epistemic praise meaning ‘strong, reliable, good™”
is used as a label of honor (Haack, 2003). Haack notes (pp. 18 and 312) that it is unfortunate that
the “honorific usage” of science is common in our society because it “promotes inappropriate
mimicry,” resentment and an “uncritical attitude” towards science. Not everything or everyone
who claims to be scientific actually is. The manner, language (Haack, 2007) and procedure
(Degele, 2005) of science are imitated by others in order to appear complicated and credible.

The use of science jargon to create the impression of a sound foundation in science is
called “scientese” by Haard, Slater and Long (2004). “Scientese” is used by those making
claims without substantive empirical evidence to support it, appropriating the credibility of
science without merit (Haard et al., 2004). The public finds cues that suggest the source is
knowledgeable and the message is reliable and that suggests sophistication and expertise.
Advertisers appeal to these consumer heuristics by use of scientific jargon and images (Dodds,
Tseelon and Weitkamp, 2008). Daniels (1971) speaks of a “magic stamp of science” that was

used by charlatans in the 20" century to sell products (p. 288). Science, in our culture, has
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become a marketing strategy (Pitrelli, Manzoli and Montolli, 2006). This purposeful nuturing of
confusion requires the audience to have a high degree of science literacy in order to determine
science from sham (Haard et al., 2004).

One of the hallmarks of “pseudoscience” is an effort to portray the work as scientific.
This is achieved by utilizing image, jargon and procedures of science. It is unclear how
influential this characteristic is on the public and their views about the scientific process, though
some studies exist regarding its effectiveness in marketing (Haard et al., 2004; Pitrelli et al.,
2006). Unorthodox researchers claim to be scientific to underscore their insistence that their
subject is valid (Dolby, 1979). We know that the public believes in much that is widely
considered pseudoscience, yet there is only speculation that pseudoscience can influence the way
the public perceives science. Thurs (2007), for example, argues that UFOs were an example of a
topic that actually shaped science-related discourse in the public sphere.

The atomic and space ages resulted in science directly associated with impressive and
advanced machinery. In the public eye, scientific observation is inseparable from use of technical
equipment (Thurs, 2007). Beveridge (1957) and Toumey (1996) comment on the importance of
elaborate apparatus in portraying “science.” Kleif & Faulkner (2003) describe how men adopt
work-like approaches to technology-based activities outside of their work lives and suggests that
their pleasure in these activities is symbolic compensation for a lack of power or mastery in other

areas (emotional and social) of their lives.

Outside science
In scientific communities, work in fringe topics is frequently labeled “pseudoscience”

(Friedlander, 1995; Hines, 2003). Literally, pseudoscience means “false science” and is clearly
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used as a value-laden pejorative to indicate exclusion from the traditional realm of science, and,
consequently, from legitimacy (Haack, 2007). Like science, “pseudoscience” is used to describe
both a process and as a body of knowledge. Pseudoscience is particularly difficult to define due
to its overlap into the process of genuine science. This is known as the demarcation problem. See
Gieryn (1983). Bunge (1984) notes that pseudoscience can not be characterized by a single trait.
It is perhaps more meaningfully defined as a set of cumulative characteristics (from the scientific
point of view) (Bunge, 1984; Derksen, 1993; Dolby, 1979; Hines, 2003; Pigliucci, 2010):
1. Portrayed as being scientific;
2. Supported by belief or by problematic, weak or nonexistent evidence; mainstream
science deems claims unwarranted by this evidence;
3. Lack of coherent explanatory theories, a stagnation of theory, or a theory structured
to be irrefutable;
4. Lack of skepticism and internal critique; questioning is not welcome;
5. Paranoia of proponents and sense of persecution; self-titled maverick and
unorthodox;
6. Lack of interaction or overlap of research with other cognitive fields; no cumulative
results or progress made;
7. Proposal of unreal or not certifiably real entities and processes; not logical in
explanation;
In terms of methods, characteristics are as follows:
1. Lax rules for data collection and experiments;
2. Lack of adequate environmental or experimental controls;

3. Methods of research or evidence collection are conceptually unsound or flawed; or,
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no research or active inquiry being conducted;

4. Unconventional, defective or baseless procedures including collection of soft data

such as anecdotes and subjective feelings;

5. Use of special pleading to explain validity of results or shifting of the burden of

proof.

The more characteristics that can be attributed to a doctrine or activity, the greater the
chance it will be labeled pseudoscientific by orthodox scientists. An important qualifier,
however, is that breakthroughs in technology or theory, over time, can render a field previously
labeled “pseudoscience” legitimate. See example given by Westrum (1978).

“Sham (or fake) inquiry” (also called “pseudo-inquiry”) is discussed by Haack (1997)
utilizing C.S. Peirce’s musings on sham reasoning (Peirce, 1931). It is a lesser-used term that
speaks more about the method than about the topic under study (Haack, 2007). Instead of the
evidence leading one to a conclusion, this backwards form of inquiry is when the assumed
conclusion determines what the reasoning shall be. The reasoning becomes solely decorative, the
conclusion immune to evidence, and the underlying goal revealed as advocacy, not truth-seeking.
Even if not deliberate, it is intellectually dishonest. While Haack advances this discussion based
on behaviors of the scientific community, | propose it does not have to be restricted to that
community. The term can also apply to a result of failure (deliberate or unintentional) to meet the
difficult and complex requirements of scientific inquiry, resulting in a “sham” process instead.

Related ideas about inquiry outside the realm of the orthodox are those of “deviant
science” that Dolby (1979) defines as fringe areas, which are rejected by orthodox scientists, and
“anomalistics” that Truzzi (1998) describes as an interdisciplinary study of scientific anomalies

or extraordinary events that do not fit with current orthodox theory. Practitioners of both “deviant
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science” and “anomalistics” are typically those with scientific training who attempt to operate
under the institutional rules of science. “Deviant science” and “anomalistics” do not presuppose
an inadequacy of method, only that the subject matter is outside of conventional realms of
research. Dolby (1979), Goode (2000) and Northcote (2007) examine deviant science from a

sociological aspect and find complicated political, psychological, and cultural issues at play.

Science rejects the paranormal

Science has considered, but has ultimately rejected, various paranormal phenomena as
genuine. Even though the scientific community rejects an area of research as worthless, the
public may still be interested. To them, it is still unknown and deserves attention. Alternative
ideas about discoveries in the natural world arose in the 1960s. These new fields, as alternatives
to orthodox science explanations, were a way to connect to personal values where existing
science no longer did (Thurs, 2007). When scientific methods did not provide the answers that
were sought, proponents turned to other means and frequently ventured into supernatural
explanations. As can be seen with the progression of the UFO community, paranormal topics
become a blend of natural laws and spiritual suggestions (Thurs, 2007).

While it is clear that perceived paranormal encounters cause intense fear and anxiety,
traditional psychology journals treat parapsychological topics as taboo (Houran & Lange, 2001).
The paranormal was the subject of serious academic inquiry in the late 1880s (Stoeber &
Meynell, 1996). Psychical research was undertaken for 100 years and still there are no hard facts
to support it (Baker & Nickell, 1992; Gibson, Burns & Schrader, 2009) or a consensus reached
(Irwin, 1989; Stoeber & Meynell, 1996). Science examined the UFO phenomena in the 1970s

(Sagan and Page, 1972). Keel (1975) says that the rational people eventually left this field of
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inquiry, leaving it to “cranks, publicity seekers and paranoics”. A few academic scientists take
cryptozoology (search for mystery animals) seriously at their professional peril. Because of
rejection by the scientific community, fringe topics are left wide open for other self-styled
experts to exploit (Marks, 1986).

Through the media, UFOs, hauntings and cryptozoology became social categories of
phenomena ubiquitous in pop culture. Because society is aware of these phenomena, there is a
psychological effect that leads to contagion of experiences (Westrum, 1977). Reporting of such
events is strongly conditions by social forces (Sagan and Page, 1972). Gibson et al. (2009) calls
modern time a “new era of enlightenment” (p. xi) where people want to share their stories and
seek out those with similar experiences. Everyday people, not academics, report these events as
anomalous. Who can they report them to, if not the scientific authorities? Westrum (1977) says
that the amateur research groups provide considerable social function in this regard including
support and legitimacy.

The field of Ufology, for example, is the product of social effort, not that of an
intellectual elite (Blake, 1979). Since interest began in the mid 1900’s, distinctly credentialed
investigators became affiliated with organizations that addressed questions that science
discarded. Keel (1975) described the UFO community as consisting of nonprofessional,
nonsocial people with identity issues and a lack of higher education where active participation
provided an ego trip and an escape from an “undistinguished life”. These UFO groups did not
use statistics or similar scientific methodologies to address anomalies and, as such, their work
was rejected by scientific journals. Therefore, they paid for publication by starting own journals
and outlets, establishing their own criteria for admission that was much lower than that of

established journals.



BEING SCIENTIFICAL 18

UFO groups eventually became outwardly antagonistic and developed personality cults.
This same pattern can now be seen with ghost hunter groups and, to a lesser extent, with
cryptozoologists, some of whom receive significant publicity by appearing on TV shows and at
events.

Scientists are skeptical of reports from outside their community, in part because of fraud
and error, but also from various sociological factors stemming from the acquisition of data from
outside the strict procedures of the trained community (Westrum, 1978). If only low quality
evidence exists, and until any significant discoveries are made, scientists are justified in ignoring
a phenomena (Marks, 1986) since it does not pose any useful research questions or provide any

credible data for them to examine.

Paranormal investigation

The public expects those with a scientific mindset to be interested in and investigate
reported anomalies (Westrum, 1977). The avocation of ARIGs is “investigation” of these
unexplained or paranormal phenomena.

Investigation is a process of purposeful, orderly examination and systematic search to
discover facts and evidence that leads to the most reasonable conclusion. The investigator
considers the standard what, who, when, where, how and why (Baker & Nickell, 1992).
Therefore, the goal of a paranormal investigation is to understand what has happened in a
situation where a person or persons perceives to have experienced an event outside of typical or
normal human conditions — whether that be a haunting, an observation of an anomalous aerial
object or creature or some other seemingly unexplained natural phenomena. A process of careful

and sustained investigation on a subject is “research”.
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Baker & Nickell (1992), Stoeber and Meynell (1996), and Radford (2010) take a
rationalistic approach with respect to investigations of unusual phenomena, paranormal or
mysterious activities and make every effort to address two very fundamental questions. First,
was there actually a questionable event that occurred? Second, what are the most satisfactory,
normal explanations that may account for the events?

Attitudes and practices of the investigator are key to the results. An investigation is
“better or worse conducted depending on how scrupulous, how honest, how imaginative, how
thorough it is” (Haack, 2007, p. 339). Beveridge (1957), Baker & Nickell, (1992) and Radford
(2010), all discuss the trap of failing to consider the many alternate explanatory causes for a
phenomenon. They also stress the importance of a critical attitude. Beveridge notes “Nothing
could be more damaging to science than the abandonment of the critical attitude and its
replacement by too ready acceptance of a hypothesis put forward on slender evidence” (p 110-
111). This seems to specifically call into question those that embark on investigations with a
preconceived idea of the cause of the mystery. Imagination is a source of inspiration but it
must be disciplined (Beveridge, 1957, p. 58).

There exist handbooks on how to do such investigations from those who are avowed
paranormalists (Gibson, et al., 2009; Southall, 2008; Warren, 2003) and many of the ARIG
websites will provide similar information on how to pursue investigation of the paranormal.
The attitude towards investigation in this context is decidedly different from the rationalistic
approach. Paranormalist approaches will include characteristics of and presumptuous
information about the types of entities (ghosts, aliens, Bigfoot) one may encounter and how
you can protect yourself. This propensity to assume such entities are out there to find is a clear

bias and results in undertaking an investigation to look for the particular paranormal cause of
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mystery, not a mundane one (Pigliucci, 2010).

Their opinions about collecting evidence illustrates the gap between what is acceptable
to paranormalists and what would be acceptable to those who do not subscribe to any
paranormal explanation. Warren (2003) perplexingly states the following: “Ghostly activity is
the most efficient link to scientific study of the concept of an afterlife” (p. 115-6). This
statement reveals his motivation as the study of life after death — a concept not accepted by the
scientific community. Gibson et al. (2009) includes mention of EVPs (electronic voice
phenomena) as the most compelling evidence you can gather on an investigation since it
shows “solid concrete interaction” with the paranormal (p. 43). This same source also suggests
that psychics deserve notice since they are “right sometimes” (p. 49). These statements are at
odds with what science has established about nature.

Those who engage in investigations of this kind will attempt to use equipment to get an
objective means of measurement and avoid use of anecdotes alone as evidence. Most
paranormalists’ “how to investigate” guides will include mention of instruments to be used.
See Warren (2003, pp. 138-182). The instruments are said to record environmental effects of
the entities. This also presumes a belief in the entity itself and a determination of its physical
effects. Once the investigator or witness has crossed the threshold into belief of a
phenomenon, the evidence collected will tend to support that belief. Further data does not
need to be evaluated and deemed valid again; it automatically is interpreted the same way and
feeds the belief (Hufford, 2001). Therefore, the paranormalist approach does not necessarily
begin with the non-paranormalists’ primary questions of “Was there actually a questionable
event that occurred?” And, “what are the most satisfactory, normal explanations that may

account for the events?” Certain assumptions serve to bypass adequate consideration of these
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questions.

Serious leisure

Media coverage and television popularity suggests paranormal investigation is currently
trendy. Northcote (2007) notes that to participate in an investigation of this kind is empowering
to an individual. There may also be a component of ego boosting involved in the attempt to
prove science wrong (Northcote, 2007; Pigliucci, 2010), obtain notoriety or a degree of fame, or
even just to satisfy personal curiosity in an unsettling question.

People embrace leisure as an opportunity to expand their self-identity, to provide an
outlet for personal expression and to provide fulfillment of their abilities and potential that
they may not be achieving with their everyday career. People today view their job as the
means to sustain their leisure (interests, activities, hobbies, sports) and may define themselves
more so by their leisure activities than their career.

Stebbins (1982) proposed the concept of “serious leisure,” which he defined as “the
systematic pursuit of an amateur hobbyist or volunteer activity that people find substantial,
interesting and fulfilling”. This “leisure” career allows for them to express special skills,
knowledge and experience (Stebbins, 2007) and gives personal and social rewards such as self-
identity enhancement and self-fulfillment (Stebbins, 1982).

With increasing skills in an area comes increasing emotional attachment to the activity
(Stebbins, 2007). ARIG participation as non-career activity is not just a fun hobby but often
taken very seriously by participants. It appears unique, exclusive and sometimes provides an
extraordinary experience. The participants can, on their own merits, become self-appointed

authorities (Northcote, 2007).
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Potts concluded in 2004 that the rage of amateur paranormal research is harmless.
Northcote (2007), however, observed cases where paranormal beliefs by those seriously involved
in the community have interfered with a normal lifestyle as they have made this activity part of
their identity. The ARIG participant may be not only searching for explanations but perhaps
something more out of life (Northcote, 2007). Booker (2009) suggests active interest in the
paranormal provides an escape from conformity and routine and speculated that society fails to
provide for some basic psychological need for a sense of importance and individuality. Dolby
(1979) also calls this “seekership,” which is “an ideology of individuals who have some problem
with or are unsatisfied with their lives”.

Regardless of its impact, the ARIG activities mostly fall squarely within the description
of Stebbins' “serious leisure,” which has the potential to overtake other important activities of

life.

Paranormal in culture

As shown by the popularity of works by Irving and Poe, American popular culture has
historically embraced supernatural themes (Booker, 2009). The modern spiritualist movement
had its origin in the United States in the mid-1800s (Irwin, 1989). A surge in discussion of
unorthodox scientific ideas began in the 1950’s. By the end of the 1960’s, there was an explosion
of interest in strange phenomena (Thurs, 2007) that led to paranormal media for mass
consumption (Northcote, 2007) in the form of popular books and television programs on
unexplained mysteries such as Bigfoot and lake monsters (cryptozoology), lost civilizations,
haunted houses and psychic abilities. The rise of interest in flying saucers began in 1947 and

continued to evolve in popular culture to give us ufology, belief in extraterrestrial visitation,
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suggestions of government conspiracy theories and the alien abduction scenarios of the present
day (Blake, 1979; Keel, 1975; Sagan & Page, 1972). Parapsychology established itself as a
legitimate, but controversial, scientific field (Allison, 1979; Collins & Pinch, 1982) in the 1970’s.
Dolby (1979) does find some correspondence between counterculture movements and the
popularity of unorthodox ideas during this time as well.

Ghosts and haunted houses have always been present in popular culture but have
proliferated in the recent decade via television (Potts, 2004). TV producers discovered that
mysteries drew viewers and that positive narratives about the supernatural (as opposed to
skeptical ones) were an easier sell to networks (Edwards, 2001). The huge popularity of the
fictional show, The X-Files, which encouraged viewers to believe in the paranormal, suggested
there was a collective desire to believe in something beyond everyday life in America (Booker,
2009). Brown's (2008) interviews with New England ghost hunters, contains references to
paranormal-themed television shows such as Sightings, Unsolved Mysteries and networks such
as A&E, Discovery, Travel Channel, History Channel and The Learning Channel, which showed
supposedly factual-based programming related to hauntings, UFOs and cryptozoology, as
influences for generating interest in paranormal topics. Most often cited, however, is the Ghost
Hunters show broadcast on the SyFy network and featuring the crew of The Atlantic Paranormal
Society (TAPS). ARIG members tell Brown that TAPS opened the field of ghost investigation to
the public and they inspired many to form their own groups (pp. 85, 146).

The Ghost Hunters TV show received harsh critical review. Maddox (2009) observed that
Ghost Hunters represents “how easily and thoroughly any humdrum existence can be
transformed” by focusing on the mysterious. He also called the show “deeply stupid” with

respect to their treatment of science to which they espouse.
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Several others TV shows in this genre of “do-it-yourself” mystery investigation have
come along and a few have persisted for several television seasons. Ghost Hunters remains the
most popular and has spawned an “International” series.

Reality TV shows that feature individuals or groups conducting investigations into
reported paranormal events are a new way of blending folklore with audience participation
(Koven, 2007). Gibson et al. (2009) cautions that, while TV shows demonstrate ways to
approach investigations, they are entertainment and should not be used as training guides.

The literature comparing the effects of the paranormal depictions on television with
viewers’ beliefs is very limited (Sparks & Miller, 2001) and none have included these reality-
based investigation programs. Besides that of Koven (2007), Potts (2004), and Radford (2010), |
have not found other scholarly mentions of “reality”-type paranormal investigation television
shows.

The increase in public discourse in the paranormal that has occurred in the past 30 years
is of intellectually poor quality, which both delegitimizes it but yet publicizes it, making it
popular but not highly valued (Hufford, 2001).

Prior to this genre, TV documentaries were popular. Collins, in 1987, analyzed
documentaries of unorthodox science topics and found that controversy and mystery is presented
ambiguously in terms of current scientific knowledge. In addition, he noted that the processes of
science and skills of a scientist were distorted on TV; the inquiry process was condensed and
reenacted with the typical messiness excluded. Breakdowns, failures, mistakes and alternatives
were missing from the story. Yet, scientific methods were presented as the definitive way of
obtaining knowledge. Reality television also promotes the simplified, sanitized view of science

on television: everything works fine the first time and we receive certain answers.
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Koven (2007), in his analysis of an early U.K. ghost reality-based investigation program
that spread the concept to the U.S., suggests the participatory nature of these programs can
contribute to paranormal belief, endorsing and promoting the “do-it-yourself” ghost hunting
activity (Koven, 2007). Do-it-yourself mystery hunting can transcend the drudgery of everyday
life and be viewed as one of those seemingly profound culturally acceptable novelties (Sagan &
Page, 1972). Sparks and Miller (2001) propose that the availability heuristic or repetition of these
paranormal ideas in pop culture makes the public increasingly accepting of them. However, their
study noted that the media is likely not the only influence on belief in paranormal phenomena.

Their study took place before this new popular genre of reality-type programming.

Internet as medium

The Internet has been a great equalizer (Mims, 1999) for widely variant points of view.
Social media Internet tools have enabled a spread of information unprecedented in human
history. The web allowed for the mass amateurization of publishing. The general public, not just
professionals, can now have their contributions accessible worldwide. Prior to this, marginal
ideas had a difficult time getting exposure (Shirky, 2008).

The openness of the Internet makes it easier than ever to find and associate with those
who share interests. Groups self-assemble and organize by electronic means without the support
of an institution or funding (Shirky, 2008). Neither the tools nor the social structures to organize
in this way were available prior to the late 1990's. Beginning with social networks such as My
Space and continuing with sites such as Meetup and Facebook, there are ample free spaces to set
up groups from tiny to huge with little effort and essentially no costs. This ease of start up is also

associated with volatility as many groups fall out of existence almost as easily.
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The ability to communicate to others without leaving home has reconceptualized the idea
of community (Haythornthwait & Kendall, 2010). It is doubtful that these communities, which
coalesced around rather obscure core interests, opinions and ideas, can exist outside of the web.

In the last years of the 20" century, paranormal culture has expanded on the web
(Edwards, 2001). The internet allows a person at home to seek out those interested in discussing
paranormal events, find local ARIGs nearby to participate in investigations or to locate a group
who will accept a report about a paranormal encounter and investigate. The prevalence of these
sites on the web increase the recognition in society adding to their social acceptability and

increasing the chances for further reporting of phenomena, perhaps, by contagion of ideas.

METHODOLOGY

Subjects

This is primarily a descriptive study where | used content from the public websites to
construct a landscape of these groups. The unit of analysis is the group, not the individual.
Individuals have many and various reasons to become involved with ARIG activities and | can
not speculate on each person’s individual motivation. However, at the group level, it is possible
to examine the stated purposes, goals, activities and results as expressed to the public via their
website. | assumed that their stated purposes are those they adhere to in relation to their activities

and that the content of their website was consistent with their public interactions.

Procedure
Eligible groups were gathered via web searches and indexing sites that contain lists of

such groups, typically by state. Only groups based in the U.S. were included. Search terms used
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were various combinations of the words “investigation” “research” and “group” paired with a
descriptor such as “paranormal,” “anomalies,” “UFO,” “ghost,” “Bigfoot,” “cryptozoology,”
“scientific,” and “skeptical”. In addition, throughout the course of the website address collection
phase, additional sites were added if encountered in a media report or via a web link. Web links
were checked only to see if they were active and accessible.

After general search processes were completed, the list contained over 1600 web
addresses. Duplicate sites were eliminated. Then, the entire list was numbered and randomized.

I determined which websites had a status as a “chapter” or as an independent group
“affiliated” with an overarching group. If the group was called a “chapter,” operating under
established procedures of an overarching group and providing their data to that overarching
group, such as MUFON state chapters, they were not counted independently. If the website
stated they were affiliated with a larger group, such as TAPS, but still retained individuality and
independence in name and activities, they were counted individually.

A standardized method was established to collect data efficiently and consistently from
each site. A list (Appendix A) of information to collect was developed. Beginning with the first
ID number in the randomized list, each site was examined for the various criteria from the list
and the data recorded.

During evaluation of the websites, many were eliminated for the following reasons:
expired, under construction or revision, a potential computer threat (identified as containing
“malware”), private, did not meet the stated criteria for an ARIG, not navigable due to site errors
or did not contain enough information to perform an evaluation. By these means, 161 sites were
excluded. Evaluation continued until N=1000. 307 sites remained in reserve, left unchecked.

In addition to the basic criteria collected, comments, features or quotes from the site were
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noted. Sample evidence and reports were preserved for reference and examination.
Thirty (30) groups that were identified as clearly advocating a “scientific” method were
contacted directly via email and asked to provide more detailed information. Eight (8) out of 30

replied. The text of the email sent to these groups is provided as Appendix B.

Data analysis

Data collected was placed into a table. Samples of reports, articles and the email
correspondence were retained from a subset of the groups.

From this, | analyzed results to determine characteristics of the group sample by location,
subject area, and scientificity - use of the word “science”, “scientific” or suggestion of science-
related processes.

Quialitative analysis included examining the content from the sites to address the
following: use of the term “professional”, use of psychic, occult and religious
activities/paraphernalia, type and quality of evidence collected, methodologies and attitudes, and
social concepts such as expressed motivation and affiliations that could be gleaned from the
content.

Comparison can then be made between the methodologies of ARIGs to norms of science
(Merton, 1942; Beveridge, 1957; Ziman, 2000); the characteristics of pseudoscience (Bunge,
1984; Derksen, 1993; Dolby, 1979; Hines, 2003); and, the nonparanormalist investigative

strategies of Baker & Nickell (1992) and Radford (2010).

Limitations of the data

This study is limited to those groups that have an Internet presence, are in existence at the
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time of this study and are locatable through conventional Internet search methods or via mention
on other online sites. As described, not all groups were identified due to time constraints. It is
also impossible to capture all groups at any time because they may be temporarily defunct or
inactive, reorganizing, merging or changing leadership, purpose or methodology. Therefore, this
cross-sectional survey captures a snapshot of an accessible population of groups within a 3-
month time span.

Specific characteristics were examined for this study. The large number of these groups
prevented me from carefully examining the full extent of information presented on each site,
identifying potentially conflicting information that exists on the sites, or confirming the stated
information with group members to determine accuracy. However, observations made via the
websites are what the public would see if seeking information about the ARIG. Thus, using the
data to consider the public influence is justified.

This study focuses on the group and does not provide information on the participants.
Individual motivation for participating in these groups would be highly valued to correlate with
questions about science literacy and attitudes of the U.S. population, but is outside the scope of
this study.

Finally, the validity of the specific data sets and results collected by the ARIGs can not be

ascertained as part of this study.

RESULTS
Characteristics of ARIGs
Location, affiliations, chapters and numbers. Results showed ARIGs are active across the

entire U.S. At least one ARIG was headquartered in each of 50 states and the District of
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Columbia®. Several groups had multiple chapters in different areas of the state or in other states.
Many also specified that they had or would travel to neighboring states. Therefore, coverage of
these groups is widespread across the nation. In general, the eastern half of the United States had
a greater number of groups. Appendix C provides the number of groups located in each state.

ARIGs may operate as chapters of a core group or identify as affiliated with a large, well-
known group or society. Chapters have a direct connection to a headquarters group and operate
as an arm of that group. Affiliates are asked to meet certain criteria to maintain affiliation with
the overarching group, yet they operate independently. “Badges” (standard graphic files) are
displayed on the website to indicate affiliations. The most common affiliation is with The
Atlantic Paranormal Society (TAPS), the organization of the Ghost Hunters TV show. Groups
affiliated with TAPS report more public recognition (Brown, 2008) since affiliating. TAPS
currently has 72 affiliate ARIGs in the United States listed on their website (http://www.the-
atlantic-paranormal-society.com/tapsfamily/tflist.ntml) and 21 abroad. These groups must
maintain certain standards and are expected to adhere to certain rules, protocols and ethics to be
accepted and to continue as affiliates in the TAPS family including maintaining an acceptable
web presence. Affiliated groups are referred to as “families”. Affiliation creates a common
foundation in which to contact other groups in the family to share information and cooperate on
investigations.

The state with the greatest number of groups, 81, was Ohio. Next was Pennsylvania at 80.
Coverage areas of groups cross state borders. New Mexico had only one recorded group
headquartered there but other groups travel there to do investigations. It also must be noted that
not all groups in existence were counted. There are more independent ARIGs and chapters

operating in each state than the 1000 sample groups in this study. Organizations that were

3 U.S. territories were not included in the locations.
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identified as “national,” operating out of multiple states under the same organizational structure,
or as chapters of a core group were not counted for each individual state. Therefore, the total
number of ARIGs operating in any one state or the District of Columbia is underrepresented.
Categories. The most popular investigation subject category for ARIGs was “ghosts,”
comprising 879 groups out of 1000 (87.9%). Three additional groups identified themselves as
investigating “ghosts” and either “UFQ's” or “cryptozoology.” This category is “UFO &
Combinations” which includes the two UFO-only groups. The investigation of “ghosts” is
potentially included in the 81 sites that categorized themselves as investigating the “paranormal”
—a broad category that includes all mysterious phenomena. 35 ARIGs identified as exclusively
focused on “cryptozoology,” the search for mysterious animals, and two were focused solely on
UFO phenomena, unidentified flying/aerial objects. The number of ARIGs by category is
displayed in Figure 1. For the remainder of the text, these categories will be referred to as
“ghost-category”, “paranormal-category”, etc. to designate the particular category of

investigation.

Figure 1: Group Categories
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Number of individual members participating in each group ranges widely from two to

several thousand for a long-established national group with chapters.* Of the two UFO groups
counted, one is MUFON, the Mutual UFO Network, which operates nationwide and is the largest
UFO organization in the U.S. This group has at least a director in every state (except for the 6
New England states that are grouped together) and often an assistant director. Twenty states have
their own websites and there is a website for the six states grouped as New England. Two states
have multiple websites/chapters for different regions of the state. In total, MUFON has 32
individual chapter websites. This group was counted as one ARIG due to the overarching
organization structure, yet it includes hundreds of participants across the country. This group has
a centralized means of training its members and collecting eyewitness reports. Eyewitness
reports are distributed to the MUFON members nearby for investigation. It is not clear how
many investigators are active.

Scientificity. Use of the words “science” and “scientific” were counted in reference to the
method, goals, mission, or process of the ARIG. If “science” or “scientific” was mentioned, |
evaluated its contextual use. If the context was obviously not positive (anti-science), the site was
counted as a “no” for scientificity. If the terms were used to describe a characteristic of the ARIG,
scientificity was counted as “yes”. The terms “science” or “scientific” were used to clearly refer
to 526 ARIG sites. In an additional two cases, the words “quasi-scientific” or “semi-scientific”
were used. Reference solely to “scientific equipment” occurred 27 times. On 18 websites, the site
content strongly suggested scientificity through the use of references to scientific works or
oblique references to science, such as “this is not an exact science”. A completely non-scientific
or psychical only approach was evident on 19 sites. Scientificity was not specified and could not

be assumed from 408 of the sites.

4 The International Ghost Hunters Society (http://www.ghostweb.com/) claims 11,770 members.
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In summary, 57.3% of the ARIGs specifically noted or suggested scientificity on their

site. Table 1 displays the results of this evaluation.

Table 1
Scientificity
Scientificity Number Percentage
Yes 526 52.6
Equipment 27 2.7
“Quasi-" or “Semi-" 2 0.2
Suggested 18 1.8
Not Specified 408 40.8
No 19 1.9
Total 1000 100

Quality, content components, operational characteristics. The quality of ARIG websites
ranged from unreadable on current Internet browsers to professionally designed content.
Frequent characteristics displayed by ARIG sites were improper grammar, poor spelling, lack of
punctuation and capitalization, heavy use of idioms and slang and generally amateurish
presentation of ideas and concepts. Scary imagery or animation was common. Academic
references were essentially nonexistent. Several sites contained broken web links or areas that
were incomplete. The results sections of the sites frequently contained placeholders for further
information that was not yet available.

Most contained standard pages entitled “About,” “Mission,” “Evidence,” “Equipment”



BEING SCIENTIFICAL 34

and “Contact Us” and information about procedures and methodology, team members, and
general paranormal subject information. Frequent components of websites also included
“badges” that indicated affiliated sites or associated groups, advertisements, or positions related
to controversies in the paranormal field (“No Orbs” or “No Ouija”). Several groups linked to a
data feed that reported moon phase and the state of geomagnetic activity in the atmosphere.

Many ARIGs identify themselves with an acronym derived from their full name, or what
often appeared instead to be a name derived from the basis of an interesting acronym.

Of the 1000 ARIGs, 70 identified themselves as “professional” investigators with
reference to the group or group members themselves. This reference might presumably be
understood by the public to mean a “high standard of experience and/or quality.” Reference to a
“professional manner” that was related to conduct was not counted in the total as this was
understood as a behavior characteristic, not of experience. Only one group (#799)° explicitly
charged for their services. Representatives from other large groups (especially those who appear
on television or are authors of popular books) will charge fees for appearances or lectures.

Many “ghost” and “paranormal” sites noted a component of spirituality in their methods
or explicitly described faith-based methods they typically used. Some used these methods in
conjunction with stated “scientific methods”. Twenty-four (24) groups were explicitly religious;
that is, they stated they were affiliated with a religious institution, run by clergy or guided solely

by Christian principles.

5 Atable of all groups, listed by ID number, comprises Appendix D. In the following sections, specific groups are
referenced via their ID number assigned during the study. This ID number is preceded by “#” and in parentheses.
The quotations cited or references made represent discrete examples to support the claims made in the results
section.
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ARIG methodology

Groups often explained their procedures on their website as information for potential
clients (those people that contact them for investigations). Their processes consisted of
eyewitness interviews, site visit(s) with equipment setup, collection of data in usually one, but
possibly multiple, days/nights, analysis of data, presentation of the results to the client and a
write-up or record of the investigation. This process varies depending on the data set collected
(e.g., in the case of a UFO sighting or no data collected, there will be no presentation of results).

Use of technology. The use of technology plays a strong role in the identifying
characteristics of modern ARIGs. The majority of ARIG websites had specific information about
and, typically, photographs of, the equipment used in an investigation. Equipment commonly
utilized in ghost investigations are cameras (digital, film, video, night-vision, infrared),
electromagnetic field meters, Geiger counters, audio recording equipment (magnetic and digital),
temperature gauges, laptop computers and associated software. Additionally, some groups use
specialized equipment retrofitted or designed for the purpose of attracting or communicating
with spirits such as ion generators and white noise devices. Several groups did express the notion
that new technology is the key to breakthroughs in paranormal research.

Some sites contain mention, almost apologetically, of the substantial costs associated with
purchasing and maintaining equipment. There also exist some businesses that market directly to
the ARIG consumers. Web links to these companies are sometimes found on the ARIG web sites.

The prominent display of equipment is related directly to the process of obtaining
empirical data. Use of the objective equipment is portrayed as validating the subjective
observations of the investigators. For example, a common goal is to “use the most advanced

equipment available to scientifically prove the existence of ghosts” (#67).
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Stated use of scientific methods

Science jargon. Sites that specifically noted or suggested scientificity did so in a number
of ways: by use of “scientific” or science-related jargon, reference to a systematic method, and
emphasis on gathering of objective measurements.

Here are examples of ARIGs explicitly stating their methods are scientific:

[We] use hard science to document any paranormal activity scientifically (#258);

[the] scientific solution to your paranormal problem (#10);

[the] only organization offering scientific approach (#504);

Our scientific approach makes us one of the most comprehensive and accurate in the field
(#264),

[...] legitimate scientific research (#769);

[We use the] scientific method and equipment to determine the source of energy that is
causing the phenomenon (#776).

Others explained which of their methods were scientific:

EVP, photo analysis, temperature differentiation, EMF anomalies are scientific methods
(#470);

Our scientific method consists of collecting data, such as temperature and EMF readings
with handheld devices, during an investigation (#378).

Here are some of their stated goals:

Our goal is to [...] present a greater understanding into the science known as paranormal
phenomena (#428);

Our goal is to provide you with scientific proof your home or business has or does not
have paranormal activity (#1179).

Several sites have specific sections pertaining to the “science” of their activities.

Commonly used terms (or variations) used in the text included “frequency,” “resonance,”
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magnetic,” “environmental” and “electric”. The work of Einstein and

“energy,” “quantum,
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Edison are explicitly connected to current ideas relating to the paranormal. There were no
complete citations or definitions given in support of scientific-sounding concepts. Nearly
universally, the language was vague and confusing, such as “It has a lot to do with energy” (#90).
One group described their effort as “focus[ing] on understanding the underlying environmental
or quantum variables” (#71). Another explained their idea about ghost manifestation by saying,
“Ghosts use [...] energy to build up their own [...]. Humans have a natural magnetic field, and
ghosts appear to be made up of magnetic fields also” (#253). Another described their method as
“a parascientific approach to quantum evolution” (#1144). An article by a member entitled “A
Proposed Scientific Framework for Paranormal Activity” included this explanation of a ghost
encounter: “[...] the electric field of a living human may resonate with the quantum state of the
solispirit, an intelligent interaction could occur” (#394).

It is common to find many suggestions of certainty, such as “prove,” “rule out,” “verify,”
“undeniable” or “irrefutable” [evidence]. Rarely citing sources, ARIG writers will generalize
about the field: “Today, a majority of paranormal investigators accept the hypothesis that
paranormal activity is associated with various forms of environmental energy” (#523).

Scientific method, equipment and subjectivity. Many groups equate “scientific method”
with “systematic method”. Therefore, they state that they are using “a proven scientific process”
(#788), “quantifiable and qualitative techniques” (#149), and “reliable, scientific protocol” (#7).
Groups that reference the scientific method do so in a generic way, for example, describing it as
a “procedure for the systematic collection of data through observation and experiment” (#910).
There is an emphasis on empirical methods; equipment that measures the environment is seen as
scientific, as in the following:

Recording temperature changes is another scientific way of detecting the presence
of ghosts (#462);
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[We] use equipment that will catch a remarkable display of spiritual evidence
(#535);

Empirical evidence strongly suggests something of a paranormal nature exists in
our world (#205);

Our goal is to disprove until we find empirical evidence to the contrary (#359);

[Our goal is to] teach young girls how to use all the scientific methods using
various electronic devices (#915).

Then, there are those who are critical of the use of equipment:
The use of tools in the field [...] has seemingly clouded the minds of those who
are attempting to verify anomalous phenomena through them. Many people think
that the mere use of these tools is science and having anomalous readings with
them serves as evidence of the paranormal (#345).
Information on websites hint at why these groups may appeal to scientific authority to
promote their group:
[...] in order to provide proof of an observation, one must connect it to some
‘provable’ reality [...] The result of backing up observations with science enforces
reduction of heretical activities and engenders trust with a client (#51);

[...] where observations become more powerful than myth (#443);

Our scientific approach makes us one of the most comprehensive and accurate in
the field (#264).

Some refrain from using the term “scientific methodology” because they recognize that
“the paranormal, by definition, is not explainable by science” (#83) or, they employ spiritual or
other methods clearly outside the means of the accepted scientific community, such as psychics.
A mixture of objective and subjective approaches is common, for example,

[Ours] is an organization dedicated to the applied science of ghost investigation

and supernatural research using a combination of high-tech, psychosocial and

spiritual approaches (#407);

[We] may use “sensitives” [to] assist investigation towards a scientific conclusion
(#28, #925);
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In conjunction with scientific instruments, investigators also use natural,
clairsentient abilities to study the nature of paraphysical reactions humans
experience while being exposed to potentially supernatural phenomena (#7);

[Our group] uses a mix of modern equipment, elements of scientific methodology,
psychic ability, quantum theory, meta and quantum physics (#403).

[We] use tools of science and well as our feelings (#223).

The group that developed the “Ghost Lab - Data Logging Equipment” has paired its
highly touted objective methods with subjective means. Here is how they describe one incident:
[It was] interesting to see how spirits deal with this modern technology. The fact

that the entity disliked modern technology during this investigation was

confirmed by other psychics on the team (#378).

Groups will state their intent to “prove” the supernatural via objective means: “We will
use scientific means to try to prove that there is a world beyond this life” (#903). They aspire to
provide “scientific evidence” of life after death (#319).

Misunderstandings and bias. Misunderstanding of objectivity was commonly exhibited:

Everything we do is through a very scientific approach [...]JWe should be using

ourselves as the first tool, then, technology [...] our minds tell us what's real and

what isn't (#314);

[We use a] double blind study method [where] only the lead investigator is aware
of the activity history to avoid researcher bias (#113).

Groups may claim to be “professional and unbiased,” only to state that they “seek to validate
their [ghosts] existence” (#386). Several claim they are unbiased, skeptical, critical, and rule out
all natural explanations. Yet, their words suggest otherwise as seen in the following quotes:

A paranormal investigator will rule out any natural causes [...] and then pursues

the paranormal side of events. This ensures that the evidence collected can be

proven without a shadow of a doubt that the events recorded are in fact

paranormal and ghostly in nature (#53);

Team members are only told where to look for activity, not what to look for
(#812);
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We cannot be so vain as to rule out that which is only scientific in nature (#526).

In the Bylaws for group #101, we find a clear indication of bias after a declaration of being
without bias:

The purpose and objective of this organization shall be: A. To scientifically and

without bias or prejudice explore the realm of the paranormal. B. To attempt to

prove the existence of claimed paranormal activity or beings [...] E. To educate

the membership and public on the existence of the paranormal.

There are many examples that reflect a confused view about science in relation to
definitions and norms accepted by the modern scientific community. One group states “[their]
methods are completely scientific and in keeping with our Christian beliefs” (#425). Another
“scientific” group adopts the slogan, “We believe in ghosts so you can believe in us” (#7). Other

examples of this confusion include:

There are times when we are left with evidence that proves science has no
understanding (#445);

Negative energy is highly insulting to the other side. The place for skepticism is
not in the investigation stage (#382);

[We] seek to adapt existing science laws to the reports of the paranormal (#51);
[We] attempt a bridge between science and the paranormal (#1143);

[We make conclusions] by using our own discription [sic] of what we think is
paranormal [...] which is not anything that is readily explainable by known

scientific methods (#994);

Open-minded healthy skeptic considers that the paranormal explanation may be
the more plausible answer (#1419).

Investigat[ing] the supernatural with an eye on the scientific (#1063).
Media influence. ARIGs present a view of what it means to do science based on what
they have seen in the media. They say they are inspired by TV shows of “people making

discoveries about spirits” (#233) and that they “amassed great arsenal of equipment and run our
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team like the professionals you can see on the ghost hunter TV shows” (#952). They admit to the
practice of taking notes from TV shows (#940) and state they follow TAPS and Paranormal
State [TV show] in their procedures (#1080). Their idea of an investigation is “where you go to a
location that is already haunted and set up equipment to search for results” (#253). Many use the
term “reveal” as used on Ghost Hunters, to describe the discussion of evidence with the client.

Excluded from the scientific establishment. A common ARIG view is that there is a
preponderance of evidence — “too much unexplained phenomena to say that there is not life after
death” (#759). In their view, the evidence is highly convincing and they attempt to “present to
the world the simple truth regarding facts and evidence of paranormal activity” (#533).

Those who strongly portray scientificity in their presentation consider their subject to be a
“vastly uncharted form of science” (#635) and, therefore, unjustly ignored by the scientific
community. Ambitious goals of these scientific-minded groups include: “furthering the science”
(#676), “bringing science and paranormal together” (#300), “help the scientific community
embrace the world of unknown” (#482), and “compel[ling] the scientific world to action” (#631).

Some state that the paranormal field is experiencing low quality investigation and they
wish to work to raise scientific standards (#970). Or, they hint that they are trailblazers in the
field of paranormal research as a science by saying,

Lets [sic] think of it as a science just being born. With further work by paranormal
investigators our research will be eventually accepted (#903);

Science in general looks at the paranormal field still as a “new” or undiscovered
science (#177).

Another expresses a hint of optimism while being realistic by saying, “Until paranormal
research is considered a main stream science, funding for research organizations can be limited”

(#720). Few claimed affiliation with the scientific community: “[We are] true members of the
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scientific community rather than hobbyists” (#881). Others will explicitly state they are not
scientists, but most frequently will claim education and training specifically in paranormal
investigation. Interest and enthusiasm, technical skills and human relations are the main qualities
solicited for new members. No group soliciting new members asked specifically for science
qualifications on the websites. Individuals with a scientific title or career were only very rarely
explicitly identified as ARIG members.

Some paranormal-focused groups state their connections to unaccredited universities or
parapsychological institutes such as the American Institute of Metaphysics
(http://www.instituteofmetaphysics.com/) (#20), the Rhine Research Center
(http://www.rhine.org/) (#1477), the Nevada Institute of Paranormal Studies
(http://nevadaiops.com/) (#548), Flamel College (http://www.flamelcollege.org/) (#548) and the
International Metaphysical University (http://www.internationalmetaphysicaluniversity.org/)
(#49).

Contacting scientific-minded groups. In an effort to obtain more specific information
about the goals and methods of groups that strongly aligned themselves with a scientific
approach, I contacted 30 groups via email or contact forms obtained through their websites.
Wording of the request is given in Appendix B. Nine responses were returned (30%). Eight
contained replies to the questions and one was a request to contact the ARIG representative by
phone, which was not done. It was understood that their answers would remain confidential.

When asked directly about the scientificity of their groups, the representatives included
qualifying information or retreated from a strictly scientific methodology: “I wouldn’t say that
are [sic] methods are necessarily scientific.” A group qualified their data sets by noting they may

be unreliable, mistaken and impossible to attribute to spirit activity. Another noted that their data
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must largely be accepted on trust - trust that they haven’t forged or altered it. They also admit
that their methods are experimental, untested and unverified.

One group, who states that they are unbiased but that use a “scientific approach with a
religious basis,” responded to a question regarding what it is about their methods/procedures that
is considered “scientific” by replying,

Some of our scientific methods are trying to find an explanation for what may have

occurred by in depth research and investigation to try and explain and/or re-create what

may have occurred under controlled conditions.
This shows a general, nebulous idea about scientific methods and is somewhat in line with what
Baker & Nickell (1992) suggest. However, it is hard to reconcile the religious basis with their
methods.

Some admit that to be strictly “scientific” is difficult and that their results will likely not

convince the scientific community. They recognize the following:

Until we can consistently record evidence of spirit activity, | don’t think what we do will
ever be considered a true science;

No piece of data by itself is good enough to constitute a haunting;

[Paranormal subjects] don’t exactly lend themselves to direct testing, nor is our data
repeatable in a sterile laboratory.

Another said he did not feel the scientific community would consider any of the evidence and
that there can not be scientific proof of the afterlife.

When asked what evidence they could provide to the scientific community, other than
those groups who acknowledged shortcomings with evidence, their answers were vague. They
have not submitted evidence to the scientific community. While some were not clear in
answering whether their members were experienced scientists, none provided any clear

credentials. One lead member, however, who is not a scientist, stated that she teaches classes in
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using the scientific method for paranormal investigations.

ARPAST (#71) is a well-established group that portrays a high degree of scientificity on
their site. They were contacted but did not reply with answers to the survey questions. They were
unique in that they state on their site that they are “collaborating with doctors, scientists,
universities and other legitimate science-based organizations to build and utilize a research
database.” Access to the database is restricted to “legitimate scientific research organizations
only.” I requested access to this database under the auspices of this research project by
completing the application as required but received no response. No names or credentials
regarding the aforementioned professionals noted could be found nor were any citations given to

suggest use of the database for research.

Evidence

Not all ARIG websites have evidence from investigations available for public viewing.
Several sites state concern for their client's confidentiality and display no results without
permission. Most sites do have one or more categories of evidence for public access, typically
photographs, audio recording and video clips.

Orbs and visual evidence. Photographs on paranormal- or ghost-category sites were
frequently exposed in a darkened setting, illuminated by the camera flash. An anomaly perceived
by the analyst may be indicated by a circle or arrow drawn on the original. Many photographs
claimed to be spirits are in the form of mists, clouds, orbs, light streaks, blobs, shadows, offset
duplicate images or obscuring shapes in the frame. These images are almost never definitive but
require an interpretation by the viewer.

Orbs are ball-shaped artifacts that appear in digital photos. They are not seen by the
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naked eye at the time of the photo but are revealed by flash photography. Pro-paranormal
investigators have claimed that these orbs indicate “spirit energy” present. Yet, many other
groups avidly disavow that most or all orbs are spirit phenomena and conclude instead that they
are reflections of the flash from dust particles, insects or precipitation. ARIG websites may have
orb photographs presented as evidence in some cases but as natural phenomena in others and
then explain how you might discern the difference.

Because many ARIGs conduct investigations only at night, video clips are also
commonly taken in a darkened area, often with night-vision cameras. Video clips may show
traveling orbs or shadows, unusual movement or behavior of equipment or objects, or the group
participants active in some portion of the investigation. Video clips of cryptozoological subjects
may be taken in daylight and show the environmental conditions experienced by the researcher
and occasionally will show some obviously mobile object or animal in the distance, obscured by
trees or submerged in water. These groups have also begun to use infrared or night-vision
recording devices outdoors and may also utilize remote triggered trail cameras left for stretches
of time at a location to be retrieved later.

EVPs and audio evidence. Audio evidence is prevalent on ghost-category sites. EVP
(electronic voice phenomena) recordings are considered by these groups to be the most
convincing evidence they obtain for paranormal activity and a large effort is made to capture
recordings in almost every investigation. EVPs may be recorded via magnetic tape or digital
recording devices, computer microphones or on video recordings. The assumption is that an
intelligent, disembodied entity has been able to affect the recording device to communicate.
Capturing EVP can involve direct questioning of an entity that they presume to be there but has

not manifested physically. Group members will ask deliberate questions of an alleged spirit in a
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sequence followed by a gap of silence. ARIGs consider EVP collection to be scientific and
objective even though it involves extremely subjective manipulation and interpretation of the
audio. Some ARIGs will have strict investigation protocols about how to collect EVPs including
rules against whispering, rustling clothing and instructions on announcing who is speaking each
time in order to clarify what is anomalous versus human-generated noise. The ARIG analysis
consists of listening to hours of recording made during an investigation in order to find an
anomalous sound. The speed of playback may be changed or the sound enhanced. The audio
clips typically require headphones and are distorted, low volume or obscure. In presenting the
EVPs on the websites, the interpreted words are often given to the audience prior to listening to
the clip. EVPs are considered part of a “scientific” data collection plan (#113 — “IPRG Theories”
and #96 — “Scientific Explanation of the Unexplained”).

Cryptozoological websites also provide as evidence audio recordings made by witnesses
or investigators. They claim the sounds are not identifiable as any known animal (#971) or as
male Sasquatches (Bigfoot) (#211).

Investigation, field reports and records. Many groups include reports of investigations on
their websites. Content and quality of these are highly variable. Some are very brief summaries
or an overview of the group's opinions about the case. Others are detailed including specific
dates, times, eyewitness descriptions, environmental and weather conditions, geomagnetic
conditions, moon phase, persons attending, specific sensory observations, comments on
instrument behavior and conclusions drawn. However, the majority of the content in these
reports, particularly for ghost-category groups, describes the subjective feelings of the
investigator during the investigation. The participants will document that they felt a touch,

breeze, push or “presence”, their hair stood on end, they became breathless, cold or sad.
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Citations to any prior documentation or previous research in reports are extremely rare. They
frequently do contain reference to the legends about the site (without citation) and include words
such as “[...] is said to be”, “It is believed [...]”, and “Legend claims [...]".°

Field reports for cryptozoological investigations may contain mention of anomalous plant
material (broken or manipulated), animal traces or remains, trampled areas, prints, smells,
sounds and observations of movement. Cryptozoologists will also collect any physical traces
found including hair, scat, and partially eaten food. Casts will be taken of any footprints or body
imprints found. Analysis of such data is typically labeled as inconclusive but may be deemed
“unknown”.

Because their presumed entities are mobile and experiences short-lived, UFO and
cryptozoological groups maintain databases of reported eyewitness sightings. The records in
these databases typically include environmental conditions, location information, eyewitness
descriptions, and occasional drawings or photographs. The intent of the databases is to use the
records to plot perceived movements and trends in sightings. As with the ARPAST database

mentioned previously, I did not find it evident if or how these databases were used in any actual

research.

Presuming paranormal activity

As described, several ARIG sites clearly state that one of their missions or goals is to
“prove” paranormal activity. A few groups will propose to test hypotheses or theories in the
context of an existing metaphysical concept such as the energy of a ghost. Overall, the majority

of ARIG sites give clear indications that the group assumes that experiences occur that can not

6 See #1 group report for “Gilson Road Cemetery Investigation” that states, “What we do know...is that it is
haunted”. The investigators relied heavily on testimony from a medium/Shaman/remote viewer and did not
confirm any of the claims made about this location.
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currently be explained by existing scientific knowledge. Many groups expressed the view that if
they could not attribute the cause to a normal event, it, therefore, must be paranormal: “When all
avenues of the logical or “normal” have been exhausted then one can conclude that something
other than the normal [...] exists” (#642). This is a logical fallacy. A few do not do this. Only two
of the groups in the sample explicitly identify themselves as skeptical organizations — those who
practice scientific skepticism and do not hold a prior belief in the existence of paranormal
activity. Even though there are a significant number of skeptical groups in the U.S. (see
http://ohioskeptic.com/grassrootsskeptics/?page_id=24), only these two (#456 and #678) in the
sample set publicly promote paranormal investigation as one of their services. Their investigation
process follows the Radford (2010) and Baker & Nickell (1992) approach where the main

question to be asked is “What really occurred here?”, without presuming paranormal activity.

Use of psychics, occult and religious practices
Many ARIGs employ metaphysical and spiritual practices alongside what they consider

scientific methods. The groups quite commonly report that some members are “psychic,”
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“clairvoyant,” “sensitive,” “intuitive” or even serve as “universal catalysts” to “assist
investigators towards a scientific conclusion” (#925). Their methods may include a mix of
equipment along with dowsing rods, pendulums, Ouija boards, numerology methods and other
New Age paraphernalia. Groups that explicitly promote scientificity suggest that there is no harm
in utilizing these alternate ways of knowing but will downplay their significance or only use
them as guidance to point out locations in which to use scientific equipment.

For example, dowsing rods commonly appear in the equipment list of ARIGs to locate

spirit energy or environmental anomalies. ARIG members explain that they do not know exactly
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how they work but that they do indeed work or that “dowsing is a fact” (#60).

Even ghost-category ARIGs who state they are scientific will provoke or encourage
spirits to appear by talking or calling to the entities to appear or use an Ouija board as a form of
spirit communication. Attitudes towards use of Ouija boards or other planchette devices are
strongly split among ghost researchers. Some will dismiss attempts at spirit communication as
ridiculous parlor games. Others will use it in their investigations. Several vehemently decry their
use as “dangerous,” confidently stating that the Ouija invites and/or increases troublesome
paranormal activity and opens “the portal to demonic entities” (#40) or “doorways” for spirits to
enter (#623).

Several ARIG ghost-category groups are heavily spiritual in their methods. They claim
success in “helping spirits ascend to a higher plane” (#960), or in “communicat[ing] with the
astral plane” (#1206). Cleansing or ridding the location of bothersome spirits is promoted by
some ARIGs or is a specialty service of some groups while others will offer it in an apparent last
attempt to make the client feel better. It is not clear if they believe that it really works. The
majority of religious-based groups promote a Christian viewpoint but there are those who will
respect whatever beliefs the client holds. There are groups that strongly advocate a serious
scientific approach, but yet ask for blessings/protection prior to an investigation (#343). Finally,
some groups clarify that their methods are investigatory only and they will not perform any
rituals to address the problem.

Demonology. Several ghost-category ARIGs include information about demonology on
their sites. Multiple sites state that they specialize in malevolent hauntings or demon infestation.
These groups are not necessarily those affiliated with religious institutions or clergy and several

also state they are scientific-minded (#104, #157, #202, #339, #622, #826). One group has
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created a specialty sub-group (#157) to address activity “when scientific methods have been
exhausted.” This group also states they have been “trained.” It is not stated how individuals can
be trained in demonology. The classification and characteristics of demons is presented as
careful, meticulous study (enhanced by the use of the “-ology” suffix) and, in one case, is called
an “unconventional science” (#542). In contrast to those that advocate use of demonology, other

ARIG sites eschew horror imagery and talk of demons (#797).

Education

Public education. Several websites include attempts to establish definitions of paranormal
terms such as “ghost”, “haunting” and “poltergeist” and provide general information on the
paranormal subjects. All TAPS affiliated sites (as a requirement for affiliation) will have a
section dedicated to these definitions or frequently asked questions (FAQSs). No references are
given to the origin of the definitions. “Articles” written by group members are also common.
The format of these articles rarely follows that of a scientific journal article. References, if any,
point to popular publications, books, websites or TV shows. Academic references are rare and
frequently cited incompletely. Much of the commentary and information on these websites are
poorly written in colloquial language, and contain slang, misspellings, errors and misused terms,
and unsupported arguments and opinions.

A group may post results collectively or as individuals in subject-related magazines or
online journals such as TAPS Paramagazine, Haunted Times or Fate. ARIG representatives
attend and promote conferences on their subject matter attended by other ARIG members and the
interested public.

Participant education. Groups often note that members should be trained either directly
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by that group (investigator-in-training) or recommend classes that can be taken through other
organizations in person, at home, or on-line. Several ARIG representatives offer training classes
for “ghost hunting” or paranormal investigation to the local community. The classes range from
free introductions to multi-day seminars and hands-on investigations that cost in excess of $100
per person. One long-established group (#504) awards certifications for completion of their
classes. The American Ghost Society, which is a network of individuals and groups, counters this
by offering a home study course. Alternately, several groups explicitly state that certifications are
worthless since there is no “professional” status in the field. Some will go as far as to label these
programs “scams” (#1167). MUFON provides a training manual that can be purchased. To
become a MUFON investigator, one must pass an exam based on this manual.

ARIG leaders may partner with local adult training centers and community colleges to
offer continuing education classes (without academic credits) in paranormal investigation. These
opportunities are advertised on the groups’ websites. When group representatives are affiliated
with or appear at a school, college or University as guest lecturers or for a student event, they

will prominently promote this (#349, #418, #506, #1039, #1316, #1477).

Member background and motivation

Most ghost- and paranormal-category sites showcase photographs of the group members.
Short descriptive bios are often included. These bios almost universally include why each person
is interested in the field. Their reasons for participation in the group are commonly given as
“curiosity”, most frequently associated with personal experiences they have had that they
consider paranormal or mysterious. These bios frequently list the members’ occupation. In this

way, it can be ascertained that almost no participants in these groups are scientists by training or
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occupation (excluding computer science and engineering) but have typical “blue collar” jobs or
no consistent area of employment.

The stated purposes, mission or goals of these groups nearly universally express a
commitment to understand the subject, discover important data that leads to better knowledge
and help those individuals that request their assistance. While a few groups notably listed a goal
“to have fun”, most groups emphasized serious intentions. To this effect, members are portrayed
in images as conducting investigations, frequently using equipment. Humorous or comical
photographs are rare. Group photographs frequently include members in matching clothing,
often with the group logo.

Community service. Several groups highlight their community service — educating the
public and raising awareness, fundraising for local cemeteries and historic sites, and advocacy
for preservation of historic sites. Many sites state lofty goals for their work — to be recognized by
the scientific community, to provide indisputable evidence of the paranormal, to prove life after
death, to help lost spirits cross over. A surprising finding was how often the ghost- and
paranormal- category groups expressed caring consideration for helping clients who asked for
help getting through a difficult and confusing time in their lives. They would frequently state that
the client’s best interest was always the priority.

Publicity and outreach. ARIGs across this sample have a bipolar opinion regarding
publicity. There are those that actively seek publicity or even promote themselves as potential
television subjects. These groups will list the press coverage they have garnered and produce
web episodes of investigations as promotional tools. Prominent ARIG representatives will appear
on radio shows. With the advent of web streaming and podcasts, more have entered this

promotional arena to discuss their chosen subject area. Some ARIGs will also promote their
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group for media contacts, seminars and events. Other groups will focus on a less public
recognition for their work, in some cases, actively defaming the television appearances of other
groups as publicity seekers, “quacks and buffoons” (#760) or a business opportunity (#921) for
those who “seek glory” but, ultimately, provide no real answers to questions of the paranormal

(#1152).

DISCUSSION
The questions posed for this study included queries about ARIG popularity, purpose and

their use of “science” and attempts to be “scientific”.

Popularity

The numbers of ARIGs have expanded in the U.S. over the past few years. A
rudimentary estimate from Andrews of 316 ghost investigation groups in 2007 has grown into a
conservative count of 879 in 2010; and, Brown’s 27 ghost hunters in 2008 New England now
have a comparable count of 70 in the same states. One ARIG site referred to the field of
paranormal investigation as “ridiculously overcrowded” and considered the activity a “craze”
(#921). The increase in numbers justifies this perception.

The data collected show an emphasis on independent ghost-related investigation groups, a
consolidation of efforts to investigate UFOs and a burgeoning effort to examine reports of
monsters and demons.

Reality-based paranormal investigation television shows appear to be a significant
influence on the popularity and activities of ARIGs, especially as ghost hunters. ARIG

participants indicate that those shows are seen as more than entertainment, they are perceived as
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having a basis in reality and many do model their efforts from what they see on TV.
The data also show that the Internet is a vibrant and efficient forum for recruiting new
members, exchanging information, competition and public awareness. The use of the Internet is

clearly the vehicle for ARIGs to generate and sustain themselves.

Purpose

ARIGs across the sample stated purposes that were admirable but often confused and
inconsistent. Their missions and goals were extremely ambitious especially when faced with a
dearth of funding, limited access to information and lack of experience. In addition, there is no
established relationship with the scientific community — the gatekeeper for legitimacy in
research.

Mysteries and paranormal topics are subjects with strong social and emotional value in
our society. The public is interested in these questions and is willing to seek a substitute authority
to answer them if the traditional scientific community refuses. ARIGs have found a public who
accepts them for this purpose even though orthodox science rejects it. Many ARIGs see
themselves as pioneers or adventurers facing the unknown and express a wish to be
acknowledged by the local and scientific communities for their hard work, just as all amateur
contributors do. They feel this is “their job.” Participation promotes a sense of self-importance
both as a cohesive group and for the individual members. Attention by the media and invitations
to speak or teach enhance their image as self-made experts. Participation in ARIGs can be
considered “serious leisure” (Stebbins, 2007) and certainly contributes to an individual’s sense of
self and personal worldview.

Their mission includes a strong component of service to the public. Their fulfilled
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purpose does seem to be to provide a sympathetic ear to those who wish to engage with others
about a confusing and scary experience. There is an unacknowledged concern that they are
unprepared to deal with clients or individuals who have serious social problems or mental illness.
They also serve to promote a paranormal viewpoint in society making it more socially
acceptable. This viewpoint has the potential to affect decision-making and also encourage
paranormal-themed tourism and business.

The purpose of any investigation should be to establish what happened and why. A
scientific investigation, in particular, requires careful formation of questions and collection of
data that serve to answer those questions. This carefulness is exhibited by essentially no ARIG.
By examining their publicly available presentation, reports and results, | found confusion, errors,
haphazard and subjective data collection, shoddy reporting, lack of critical analysis and
unsubstantiated conclusions. Perhaps the most egregious behavior is the advocacy and promotion
of a pro-paranormal (and often supernatural) answer to an investigation and their willingness to
accept ideas that have no plausible basis or have been long discredited by the scientific
community.

Stated or unstated goals of the majority of these groups are biased toward pro-paranormal
results and for the groups’ self-promotion interests. We must recognize that cognitive objectivity

becomes suspect when dealing with bias and this casts aspersions on the validity of their data.

Use of science
The results of this study shows that the ARIG methodology lacks approaches that use
critical thinking and is not steeped in the scientific ethos, but, instead, embraces emotional

aspects not typical of (and not acceptable in) the scientific community. ARIGs exhibit popular,
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generalized notions about a “scientific method” that they attempt to follow. If ARIGs promote
scientificity, they do so shallowly, without rigor, showing no qualifications or adherence to the
foundational scientific norms of universalism, communalism, skepticism and disinterestedness.

The most common connection they make to being scientific is the use of equipment.
Equipment is perceived as objective tools that collect empirical data and, subsequently, reliance
on electronic gadgets is ubiquitous. However, ARIG members typically do not express
understanding of exactly what is being recorded. Their display of equipment can be highly
theatrical and is dissimilar to procedures for scientific lab or field uses where calibration,
collection of background data and verification is a necessary requirement.

ARIG data collection, while often methodical, and sometimes rigorous, is flawed. What
the data actually represents is not established. Data sets are scoured for anomalies, which are
extracted and categorized as paranormal, instead of analyzed statistically as a body.

From their reported methods and available reports, we see that pro-paranormal ARIGs do
not follow the recommendations of Baker & Nickell (1992) or Radford (2010) to achieve a
scientific method of investigation. The claim is not established with any specificity and details
are left unchecked. Corroboration and fact checking appear to be rare. ARIG members fail
regarding good scholarship by not diligently seeking out and reviewing multiple and primary
sources or published literature on which to base their work. Most are not academics and have no
access to professional journals or archives. If they do have access to science journals, they lack
the specialization needed to comprehend and apply professional scientific research findings.
Investigations do not include identification of a problem, references to existing knowledge, or
careful design of procedures to answer specific questions. Some ARIGs do attempt to recreate

the event or test hypothesis about potential cause but, because the investigation period is short (a
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one-time event), this is not a typical activity. During the investigation, emotion and suggestion
remains high, and all reported claims are lumped together instead of evaluated individually.
Finally, they typically do not carefully write up and share their work (except as reports on their
web site), preferring to go on to the next location instead of focusing in depth on any
investigation resulting in an emphasis on quantity over quality.

Innovation and creativity is missing as many ARIGs appear content to just follow what
they see others doing. Experiments are rarely conducted to test hypotheses. Groups fail to
contribute to and build a cohesive existing knowledge base. Niche magazines, web-based
journals or web sites publish speculation and case studies but these source are circulated among
members of this small interest group, closed to outside critique, or are presented to the public as
credible research without an established quality control system in place.

Science requires eliminating obvious subjective observations to the greatest extent
possible. The use of blatantly non-scientific, divination and occult methods not only suggests a
deep misunderstanding of data validity but also indicates that the ARIGs are willing to forego
science if another method appears to give more interesting results to them and their “clients.”
The infusion of spiritual and occult practices and supernatural explanations can be described as
“supernatural creep” — when events can not be explained entirely or satisfactorily by scientific
processes and natural causes, proponents move on to non-natural explanations that seem
satisfying but are unsupported by existing knowledge, logic and laws. They no longer subscribe
to a basic tenet of science, methodological naturalism. ARIGs and, by extension, the public, may
be disenchanted by science to provide them with spiritually meaningful answers. This tendency
is supported by cultural explanations for paranormal beliefs, to fulfill a need for deeper meaning

that is not found in everyday life.



BEING SCIENTIFICAL 58

Portrayal of science to the public.

Results showed that there is a gap of understanding between what amateur groups think it
means to do science and the standards and goals that exist in the professional scientific
community.

Because the ARIG members are, by and large, not practicing members of the scientific
community, we may consider them representatives of the non-science public. Their efforts to do
research and investigation in a manner they consider to be scientific can be deemed reflective of
how the public thinks science works. Confusion regarding what science is and what it means to
do science are ubiquitous in the ARIGs and appears to reconcile with the low rates of science
literacy in the U.S. ARIGs do not exhibit widespread or deep understanding of the concepts of
validity, controls, objectivity, bias, interference, statistical analysis, skepticism and peer review.
The non-science community does not understand the norms of practice that are required to make
science a privileged way of learning about the world. In collecting data, the ARIGs confuse
empirical with objective, equipment with scientific tools, gadgets with precise instruments.

As anticipated, a large number of these groups use the culturally established authority of
“science” as a stamp of legitimacy. They see science as a means to exhibit their seriousness and
commitment to truth; it is used to project competence, qualifications, professionalism, accuracy
and honesty. Further attempts at establishing legitimacy can be seen by their emphasis on
systematic methods of investigation, use of highly technical and superficially impressive
equipment, training processes for members, certification, affiliations and connections to schools
and institutions. Yet, they have only borrowed the authority of science — conjured it (Toumey,

1996) - instead of undertaking a rigorous process that would be much more difficult and perhaps
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a lot less fun. When called to explain what exactly is scientific in their methods, they retreat from
their strong scientific stance and qualify their processes. It appears that they are comfortable
appealing to the public's sense of what is scientific but equivocate when confronted by a
knowledgeable inquirer.

The most disturbing finding is the emphasis by ARIGs to educate the public. In the
process of communicating their work to the public, they most often promote a matter-of-fact
paranormal viewpoint and present their methods and conclusions as sound. The public is

delivered inaccurate information and a distorted view of science.

CONCLUSIONS

Participation in ARIGs promises a unique and grand adventure to be undertaken, an
escape from the everyday routine and a chance to gain attention for special knowledge others
find mysterious and intriguing. American television and film media encourage the mythical
vision that anyone can gather up their courage and venture into the unknown to find answers to
life's great questions.

I undertook this study out of an interest in the popularity of these groups and their use of
science to promote their methods to the public. As detailed in the literature review, factors that
influence the formation, mission, goals, methods, results and fostering of these groups are
complex. These groups are surprisingly heterogeneous in their details. Yet, many follow the
general template influenced by what they see in popular culture. Descriptions and interpretations
of ghosts, UFOs and monsters have changed throughout human existence and so do our means of
attempting to understand them. In our electronic age, interested inquirers have chosen to utilize

technology. We can still find some that rely on a spiritualistic approach to understanding the
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world. The latter are invested in the idea that there is more to life than our current senses and
knowledge readily reveal; and, that there is something beyond death, beyond our understanding
or beyond the natural world. Then, we have those that choose to embrace all ideas and methods
uncritically — from the rational to the bizarre, modern to ancient.

The results partially confirm my original hypotheses. The evidence and documentation
produced by ARIGs are not of high quality and would not be persuasive to the scientific
community. Many make sweeping claims and assumptions that reach far beyond what the data
suggests and venture outside the realm of scientific inquiry into supernatural causes.

There were widespread examples of mimicked science talk (“scientese) and attempts to
appear scientific. Examples of scientific misunderstandings abounded. These examples prompted
the use of the word “scientifical” in the title of this paper. This is not a dictionary word but a
slang term used to describe when a person is attempting to sound sophisticated and complex by
speaking in sciencey-sounding jargon. Being “scientifical” may fool the public into thinking one
is “scientific”. Contrarily, the two terms have very different meanings.

ARIG activities exhibit many qualities of “pseudoscience.” Processes can frequently be
characterized as “sham inquiry” instead of scientific inquiry. | chose to refer to pseudoscientific
methodology as “sham inquiry” (see Haack, 1997 and Peirce, 1931) to reflect the attempt at
questioning that falls short of legitimacy. There are a few ARIGs that make realistic, honest
attempts at inquiry. They admit to recognizing that a truly scientific process is difficult, that their
questions about phenomena may be imposs