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“You’ve decided to go on a ghost investigation…now what?”


In my last column, I provided many considerations related to both expectations prior to and assessment of a paranormal investigation.  This time, I want to give you some things to do and keep in mind during the investigation.

To review, when you first hear of a reported paranormal incident or experience, there are five things to do:


1. Determine as best you can if there is a "normal" explanation or if there is a potential for something paranormal in the actual experience (keeping in mind that the initial interview may not be enough to make this a final decision).  Explore all possible normal factors with the caller/visitor to see what kind of reactions you get that suggest a normal interpretation.


2. Determine if possible what the motivating factors are for the contact and what do they want out of the contact with you.  Do they want information, counseling, or are the experiences such that they need to be "stopped" with outside help (is there a "ghost" to be "busted"), or are they merely reporting an incident that they thought you might be interested in hearing?


3. Determine whether there is a need for an on‑site investigation/interview by (a) currency of the event(s), (b) frequency of the events, (c) availability of other witnesses to the events, (d) again, consider what is wanted/needed by the person(s) calling you in to investigate (which may be unnecessary for you to consider if the first three conditions indicate that there may in fact be something really going on there).


4. Contact any other witnesses for verification of the experiences/events before making the final decision to go on‑site (which again may be a bit unnecessary for this particular decision if you get enough indications of some​thing going on to get you interested in the case).


5. Consider all the data you have gathered and decide whether you do need to go on‑site rather than having the experient and other witnesses come in to see you. Very often it may be unnecessary to go to the location.  If, for example, the experiences are not tied to any one location, then it's just as appropriate for them to come to you, rather than for you to go to them.  On the other hand, even if you don't expect to see or experience anything yourself in their "home" setting, it may be that you can get a better feel for the psychological dynamics of what's going on by visiting them, which may also help them faster, in the therapeutic sense.


Remember to be an open‑minded skeptic when speaking to folks.  Depending on their motives for contacting the investigator, they need reassurance that they are not going "crazy," that the experiences are normal, most often.  However, I must stress that you need to look for normal physical and psychological causal factors and not jump to the conclusion of "yep, that's psychic, all right" since that may not be what is needed by the person(s) in the long run.  People do misinterpret normal events as paranormal ones, and they do often start grouping other unusual (though hardly paranormal) events in with the initial experiences, even though the other incidents are totally unrelated to the original subjective paranormal experience.


Finally, don't jump to any conclusions over the phone or in an initial visit as to what kind of paranormal experience it is.  Things are rarely "just a ghost," and you have to be careful about stating things like that in a committed manner


What you can do is offer some information about "these kinds of things" and suggest (strongly) that they begin to keep close tabs on what they are experiencing.  They should keep a journal and record (either written or on tape) the experiences (taking note of them just after they've happened, if not actually during the experience), observing everything from the physical setup of where they are to their emotional and mental states before, during, and after the experience.  Such a journal not only may help them in reducing any fearful reaction to the experiences, but will also aid the investigator in determining what may actually be going on.

As mentioned in my October column, the late British SPR researcher Brian C. Nisbet did a great summary of some of the considerations in spontaneous case investigation in an article in Psychical Research:  A Guide to its History, Principles, & Practices (edited by Ivor Grattan-Guinness), which I’m drawing on here, though I’m adding to both the number of steps to be taken, as well as expounding on his points. 

In general, most of these points relate to the family oriented (average person(s) reporting a case in their home or place of business) type case.  Things can be very different when descending on a public location, such as a restaurant or hotel or historic landmark.


1.  Do not go alone unless you are really sure that's necessary or most appropriate.


a.  It's always good to have others to help with the interviewing (especially interviewing of the witnesses separately).


b. You never know what the extent of the situation is, how safe it is (for example, you could walk into a domestically volatile situation as I have in the past.  Not good).


c. Try to make sure all parties have given their consent to the visit and investigation.  You don't want anyone in the location to give you or the people reporting the experience to you a hard time; that will make the investigation difficult if not impossible, and may cause some of the specifics about the experience to be held back.


2. Bring along some things to help you with taking data.


a. Bring along at least one tape recorder (per investigator) and a good supply of tapes.


b. Try to bring along a camera to photograph the pertinent parts of the location (if not the whole place).


c. You might also bring along pads for taking notes or for sketching, measuring tapes, or other data‑gathering devices.  It does help to do a floor plan of the environment, to plot where the phenomena occurred and where everyone was located at the time.  These extra bits will help you with your final assessment.


3. Avoid publicity/media as much as possible for family based cases.  Since it's important to avoid disturbing the situation as best you can, keep the press out of it, and other curiosity seekers as well.  You really need to begin the case in as unobtrusive and low‑key a manner as possible, so as not to disturb the dynamics and relationships that may be causing or facilitating the events.


Of course, it’s different if it’s a public location and the investigation was directly set up with the media in mind.


a. If there are curiosity seekers from the media, you may have to promise to let them in on the case first at its conclusion, but take the time to educate them as to why they may be disruptive of what may be going on.  If they haven't already been contacted, ask that the family not do so (which is generally no problem, as most people would rather remain anonymous in these cases).


b. Keep out other would‑be investigators unless you are both familiar with their methods and feel comfortable about having them there.  For example, a local psychic or ghosthunter may try to horn in on your investigation and may be more disruptive than the press could be (with lots of talk about "demons" or "entities" or “ectoplasm” or exorcisms).  All too often these are publicity seekers, and will make a circus of the investigation.

c. Watch out for members of the debunkers' camp.  While it may be quite advantageous to have a skeptical magician around, make sure he is well‑intentioned and is as unbiased as possible, or that any negative biases or attitudes are truly hidden (that he is not there to show it's a result of fraud and nothing else, just that he's there to help out and that he's willing to reserve judgment until the investigation is complete).  Again, make, sure his presence is understood and accepted by the family (to help look for "normal" explanations, or rather to rule out the normal from the possible paranormal facets of the case).  In addition, come to an understanding with the skeptical magician or the skeptical scientist that the media is a no‑no.  Even if what is going on is misperception of the "normal," there may be a psychological setup that needs looking at before making a show of anything.  Remember that some magicians, even though they may claim good intentions, are in the game for publicity and showmanship's sake.


4. Interview in depth.  Be persistent with your questions, and repeat question content in various ways so as to see if the experience's features remain the same in repeated tellings.  It may be that the witnesses remember different things about the experience when the same question is worded differently.  Also, this enables you to see just how consistent the experience is for each person (the imagined or misperceived details may change a bit).


5. Look for "normal" explanations of the events, whether related to perceptual misinterpretations, belief biases, or coincidence (which is often difficult to interpret in itself).  How do the people involved react to such alternate interpretations?


6. Look for relationships between the experiences and the people involved.  Try to seek out patterns in the physical setup or the psychological factors.


7. Become part of the setting yourself.  Try as best you can to blend into the background if the events are still continuing so as not to be disruptive of the factors that may allow the phenomena to go on.  Any equipment you have should also be as unobtrusive as possible.


8. Consider which the best part of the parapsychologist's dilemma is for this case.  The family generally is reporting phenomena to get whatever it is to stop, while the parapsychologist is hoping to learn something about psychic phenomena in the investigation (and even hopeful of experiencing something him/herself).  However, keep in mind that the investigator may have to sacrifice his/her own potential experiencing of the phenomena in order to help the distraught family who really need the phenomena to stop.  Even after the events have ceased, it is still possible to learn about what went on and why it happened, and therefore to add to one's knowledge about the way psi works.


9. Try some "field experiments" if possible (and if appropriate).  As best you can, reconstruct the events as they happened, and duplicate any patterns related to the experience (more on this in a bit).  For example:


a. Put everyone in the same place they were when they saw the apparition and go through the motions of the experience as they reported it.


b. Try to re‑create the same conditions as when an apparition was seen or when an object was moved.


c. In a haunting or apparition case, try to see if all witnesses get the same perceptions of the "presence" by having them not only describe what is seen and heard, but also run down a checklist of descriptive adjectives which help form a "picture" of ‑the "personality" that the presence may be.


10. Introduce any controls (as in the situation of a poltergeist case) gradually and inconspicuously.  Check and update the controls frequently to make sure they're not being gotten around.


11. Keep full notes along with any recording of the investigation.  Take down any impressions you or the other investigators have as you are conducting the investigation.  They could have a bearing on the final assessment.


12. Check and recheck all facts of the case as you have them.  You may want to do a bit of digging into outside sources of information, such as:


a. For apparitional and haunting cases, it may be necessary for you to look into the background history of the location or the person(s) seen in the form of an apparition.  Then again, some of the witnesses might know him/her right off the bat.


b. You may want to do some background checks of the people involved if there is some question in your mind that something may be missing.  For example, if one of them says he or she is under the care of a doctor, check with the doctor to find out the facts (the permission of the patient is usually needed here, due to doctor‑patient privacy privileges).  Get information on family history, which should help in understanding family dynamics.
c. You may need to consult experts in other fields for information.  For example, a mentalist or magician might shed some light on perceptual problems or on how to set up controls against fraud in a poltergeist case, a builder may help understand why odd sounds are produced by the house, a geologist may help with effects that could be related to unstable foundation of the house or to temperature effects (which could be due to an underground water supply), and so on.


The investigation may take several visits, or may warrant staying in the location for a period of time, if of course the family allows that.  This will increase the chance of being in on the experience, of integrating into the environment, and getting a full sense of what may be going on.  This is generally more appropriate in the situation of current poltergeist cases, rather than apparition and haunting cases, unless the experiences are fairly frequent (and current).


But, my experience has been that with experience and a broad knowledge of the kinds of experiences parapsychologists have investigated and assessed in the past, one can usually get to the heart of what’s going on fairly quickly, sometimes in one visit.


Once all the "facts" are in and all things considered, once the normal explanations are either eliminated or understood (which in itself may help resolve the situation), the investigator, whether from the outside or part of the situation, should do things like:


1. Look at the symbolic content of the experiences... What do the incidents represent?  Who or what might the apparitions represent?  What are the patterns of occurrence of the phenomena (remember to start that journal to keep track of events)?  Look at the experiences as one would a dream (even though these experiences may be very physically real) to understand what things might symbolize.


2. Is there an indication that the phenomena point to someone's need to communicate about a deep, issue or to gain attention?  What are the phenomena trying to say to others or to oneself about need?


3. Are the phenomena truly unrelated to the people experiencing it (as in many haunting cases, where the events are related to the location and seem to have no relation to the people)?  Or is the fact that people are perceiving these past events indicating that there is something going on with the living person(s) that cause him/her/ them to perceive the information in the first place?


4. Check the fear factor.  Does fear of the phenomena truly indicate a fear of the paranormal?  Or does it indicate a fear of something else that is just being expressed in the form of a subjective (or objective, in the case of RSPK) paranormal experience?


5. How much of the experience/phenomena is verifiable?  Who are the witnesses and what is their involvement (psychologically and emotionally)?  Do the experiences of apparitions and hauntings truly reflect people or events in the past (check facts and history carefully, including channels of information to the people other than paranormal ones)?  Or are they reflective of ideas, beliefs, or emotions of the subconscious?


When all is said and done, when the specifics of the case are fully understood, then two things should happen.  First, the final assessment of what has been going on should be made.  And second, any counseling of the people or anything that needs to be done to stop the phenomena from continuing should be in force.  In actuality, the counseling or aiding of those in the situation begins from the point of first contact, and very often having the "expert" investigator on the scene helps to dampen the recurrence of the phenomena.


You’ll notice I didn’t say much about the use of technology in such investigations.  I’ll get to that, a few comments about resolutions (“busting” the ghost) and some additional pointers on group investigations of more public locations in my next column.

