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PROLOGUE

People have been saying that there is a ''psychological"
component to the UFO phenomenon for many years. After
saying this, however, few pursue the matter any further, in-
cluding those who are trained in the behavioral and social
sciences and who would seem to be in a good position to in-
vestigate this component. While it may be a truism to say
that a phenomenon in which human observers are involved
possesses a psychological component, it is likewise a truism
to say that there also must be a ''sociological' component as
well. For isn't everyone a part of a culture which, however
subtly, certainly must impress its values and opinions, its
dogmas and canons upon its people? Who could argue for
long that citizens of a nation are not influenced by their Zeit-
geist? Is not the human psyche molded moment by moment
by all kinds of reinforcements about which we know almost
nothing, at least at the conscious level? So the continuing
craze over UFOs must also affect our attitudes and inter-
pretations about the phenomenon itself.

And, if we were to consider the UFO phenomenon only
in terms of its psychological and sociological components we
would be excluding other equally important dimensions. There
are other components to the UFO phenomenon for which it is
more difficult to assign labels. There appears to be a
"spiritual, ' or at least '‘ethereal, ' component to many UFO
reports. Colin Wilson has said, 'In the past few centuries,
science has made us aware that the universe is stranger and
more interesting than our ancestors realized. It is an amus-
ing thought that it may turn out stranger and more interesting
than even the scientists are willing to admit' (The Occult,
Random House, 1973). It is becoming increasingly clear to
some of us who are looking at the bizarre reports from clear-
ly credible UFO eyewitnesses that it may well be this so-
called spirit dimension that makes the phenomenon so difficult
to take seriously. The fantastic nature of some UFO reports
certainly borders on the insane; who but the psychiatrist
would want to spend time looking into such reports? And so
if it is science that has made us more aware of the strange-
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ness of the universe, it is such as unidentified flying objects
that has made some of us more aware of the great need to
understand this 'ethereal' dimension within the UFO phenom-
enon and its eyewitness. One of the challenges we face is
trying to discover whether this spiritual component lies only
within the eyewitness (and is imputed to the phenomenon ex-
perienced) or whether the opposite is true.

Another component to the UFO phenomenon for which
it is difficult to assign a label is the seeming power of the
UFO experience to radically change lives. In some instances
of alleged encounters with extraterrestrial beings people ap-
pear to exhibit radical personality changes which border on a
life of fanaticism. Many people have virtually relinquished
their secure, middle-class life styles for a new life of wait-
ing for a second, third, or fourth communication from their
visitor from outer space. As Jacques Vallee put it, '"We are
not here dealing with escapism--we are dealing with the next
form of religion" (The Invisible College, E. P. Dutton, 1975).
He points out that there now exist in most countries of the
world a sub-culture based on the idea that humanity has a
higher destiny than that of merely working, recreating, sleep-
ing, and procreating. Is it merely that such people want to
radically change their life style or is it that they do not have
a choice?

A careful study of the UFO literature also suggests
that there is an 'extra-dimensional' component to the UFO
phenomenon. Some people who claim to have encountered a
UFO (or at least a strange and unexplainable sensory appari-
tion) find that they cannot account for a portion of time. Are
such time lapses evidence for an extra-dimension associated
with that time and place or can they be explained as repre-
senting a "normal' human response that has nothing at all to
do with the encounter? Until we more fully understand the
true nature of the core phenomenon, we must not automatical-
ly disregard the possibility of such an "extra-dimension. "

We cannot proceed with our discussion without also
acknowledging a 'physical' component as well. Indeed, the
UFO sighting is always embedded within some context of time
and space. While there may not be any directly recordable
evidence (to independently substantiate the eyewitness report),
there usually is available a verbal or written report of a sub-
jectively real event that leaves the witness with the feeling
that the UFO was solid, three-dimensional, and possessed
mass. In many cases (some of which have been documented
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by Ted Phillips of the Center for UFO Studies in his "Phys-
ical Traces Associated with UFO Sightings, " July 1975) a
UFO is sighted at a spot which afterward is found to be
measurably different from surrounding areas. Some of these
physical changes in the ground include soil dehydration, radi-
oactivity, chemical changes, depressions, burn-damage, dead
or damaged vegetation, and other effects. Effects similar to
turbulence have also been reported in the atmosphere and a
body of water in which a UFO has been seen. Serious stu-
dents of UFO phenomena will have no difficulty finding reports

of these and other kinds of "physical" effects associated with
UFOs.

While many self-proclaimed experts in UFOlogy con-
tinue to study the voluminous files of reports of the kinds of
experiential components described above, very few have un-
dertaken to study the eyewitnesses themselves or the social
context in which the sighting takes place. The contributors
to this book are some of the few 'brave souls' who have.

In the relatively trackless desert of UFO studies one can
easily become lost for lack of a stable directional referent;
fortunately, the present authors bring with them from their
own academic training and experience in the scientific meth-
od, a type of stabilizing compass which helps provide direc-
tion to the '"journey.' Established professionals in their own
right, each of the present contributors brings interesting and
unique points of view about the subjects discussed. Collec-
tively, these authors have made a serious attempt to show

that the UFO phenomenon is, indeed, worthy of further sci-
entific investigation.

These contributors have even gone beyond this impor-
tant starting point by providing many helpful ideas on inves-
tigative methodology that others can use in their own UFO
studies. The old Chinese saying, 'If you give a man a fish
he is fed for a day, but if you teach a man to fish he is fed
for life, " is also apt here. For these suggested techniques
for study help lay the groundwork for others who will become
the students of the phenomenon in the future.

This book represents one of the first attempts to study
the reporters of UFO phenomena rather than the UFO reports
themselves. This book should be of wide interest, then, be-
cause it relates to everyone. All of us are potential UFO
witnesses! Since we cannot make a UFO do what we want it
to (for instance, appear on the lawn at the National Academy
of Sciences building in Washington, D.C., for detailed exam-
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ination) in a manner of speaking, we are at "its'" mercy. *
Having interviewed numerous eyewitnesses of UFO phenomena
and reviewed thousands of detailed UFO files it is my belief
that the great majority of these witnesses did not consciously
want the encounter to happen in the first place. Many sin-
cerely believe themselves to have been unwilling participants
in the event. It follows, then, that anyone anywhere, at any-
time might experience UFO phenomena. People from all
walks of life, possessing a wide variety of perceptual, in-
tellectual, and physiological capabilities, are experiencing
UFOs and associated phenomena. Investigators of the UFO
phenomenon must recognize this fact.

Investigators must come to understand that they have
been accepting UFO reports far too uncritically to date.
Every attempt should be made to uncover the motives one
has in reporting a sighting (fully considering the witness's
right to privacy). And, UFO investigators should be far
more cautious than previously about accepting UFO reports
from people about whom virtually nothing is known concern-
ing their credibility prior to the sighting. One purpose of
the present chapters is to examine critically some of these
human and social factors that can significantly influence the

reliability of a UFO report.

In a book on perception of unexpected, short-lived
phenomena (Observing UFOs, published by Nelson Hall Co.,
1979), I tried to show that humans possess various limi-
tations as well as capabilities in their ability to perceive
things. Once armed with such knowledge, investigators are
better able to understand how people can be tricked (delib-
erately or not) into believing something that simply is not
true, and vice versa. The present work may be considered
a sequel to that earlier book. This work continues (in great-
er depth) discussions of various psychological, sociological,
and anthropological subjects raised earlier. On behalf of all
of the present contributors I urge the reader to approach
these chapters with an open mind. We hope that these chap-
ters will serve as useful contributions to future UFO studies
not only by providing helpful investigative methodology but
also by giving some new insight into the true nature of the

core UFO phenomenon.

R. F. H. Los Altos, California April 1978

¥Jacques Vallee has suggested that unidentified flying objects
may try to seek confrontation with us on their own terms.



Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION

Richard F. Haines

This is a book about the eyewitnesses of UFO phenom -
ena and many of the complex sociocultural factors that sur-
round them. It was prepared for three reasons. They may
be summarized by the three words, sharing, encouraging,
and challenge.

Sharing. There comes a time in the development of
any social event when the discipline-minded professional
should speak out about what he thinks is going on and what
he believes should be done about it. While most of the early
writing on UFO-related subjects dealt with the bizarre fea-
tures of the phenomena, the majority of professionals were
unwilling to comment (in print) on these features. Times
are changing. There is a growing acceptance of UFO-related
phenomena as a legitimate subject for personal and collective
study. And so this book can be viewed as a means for sev-
eral behavioral scientists to share their own beliefs without
being inhibited by the unreasonable editorial policies or ex-
cessively severe space limitations so often imposed by sci-
entific journals and UFO magazines.

Every attempt has been made to bring together a bal-
anced collection of essays written by professionals in social
and experimental psychology, sociology, and anthropology.

An attempt has also been made to organize these chapters in-
to logical groups so that a common thread may connect one
presentation with the next. Such threads are necessary in
passing from one often dark cavern of UFOlogy to another.

Encouragement. The second major reason for prepar-
ing this bock is to try to encourage other professionals to
study UFO phenomena on their own. There is room for par-
ticipation by people in almost all scientific disciplines. As
I have tried to make clear elsewhere (Haines 1979), * almost

*References in the text may be found in full at the end of
each chapter.
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every scientific discipline can find something of legitimate
concern in the UFO phenomenon. Nevertheless, this book
should not be considered as representing anything more than
a preliminary attempt to focus one segment of the scientific
community, viz, the behavioral scientists (including anthro-
pology), upon the phenomena subsumed under the general label
unidentified flying objects. The range of human responses to
UFO phenomena is extremely broad, as one can see by read-
ing good books on the subject. Some of these responses are
listed here in order to emphasize the numerous scientific dis-
ciplines that should be focused upon the subject. In his book
UFOlogy, McCampbell (1973) lists 42 different sounds that
have been reported by UFO witnesses (p43). Over a dozen
cases were cited where specific odors were experienced (p34)
with descriptions that are strongly suggestive of the presence
of SO2 being the most numerous. He also lists sensations

of body heating, first and second degree burns, temporary
paralysis, loss of consciousness, painful prickling sensations,
headache, eyepain, loss of vision, nausea, and vomiting
(pp60-2). He goes on to discuss the possible involvement of
electromagnetic energy in the microwave region of the spec-
trun as a dominant factor in producing many of these ''symp-

toms. "

Still other UFO-related experiences include numerous
incidents closely similar to poltergeist, telepathy, and other
psi phenomena, hallucinations, personality changes, speech
alterations, visions and other 'creative'' inspirations, and
even a possibly expanded awareness akin to that claimed by
users of LSD and other psychedelic drugs. So-called astral
projection, clairaudience, and precognition are also cited
[Flying Saucer Review, 16(5): 18-20, 1970]. Still other
"symptoms’ include alleged materialization of matter, spectre-
like UFO occupants, dream-like experiences, 'psychic-type
projections' into the mind of the observers, and the sugges-
tion that contactees may be controlled by UFOs for their pur-
poses [ibid., 23-4] and "headaches, dizziness, visual, audi-
tory, and olfactory hallucinations, emotional changes, delu-
sions, amnesia with psychotic aspects, epilepsy like discharge
with loss of consciousness" [op. cit., 12: 4, 19, 1966].

While this list is not complete it should serve to illustrate
the general scope of what people claim to be experiencing
during and after an encounter with a UFO.

There is also a wide array of alleged physical effects
produced by the presence of a UFO and investigators have
begun to document them (e.g., Phillips 1975). However, they
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will not be listed here since the primary emphasis is upon
the human being and his responses.

Challenge. The third reason for preparing a book
such as this is to attempt to extend a positive and credible
challenge both to those who are already working on the UFO
question (to study it from new points of view), and to those
who have not yet taken a serious look at the evidence. Per-
haps those who have been involved in serious UFO studies for
some time need to step back from their own fields of inter-
est and take a fresh, new look at it. New points of view are
clearly a part of the scientific tradition. This suggestion is
not meant to sound presumptuous. Certainly, many UFO in-
vestigators are both broad-minded and intelligent. Certainly
there are investigators interested in the social consequences
of an alleged encounter with extraterrestrials. There are in-
vestigators interested in the psychological factors that under-
lie our responses to unexpected, ambiguous, and even threat-
ening stimuli. There are investigators interested in the pos-
sible influences of one's culture upon one's subsequent per-
ceptions of strange lights in the sky. Nevertheless, the con-
tributors of these chapters felt that there were, indeed, UFO
investigators who cared little for any subject except their
own 'pet, " While there is nothing wrong with keeping such
pets they may limit our search for the core identity of the
UFO phenomenon. Such one-track approaches can prevent us
from being as creative as we might otherwise be. It is
hoped that the information given here will help provide new
insights about the UFO phenomenon as well as the human wit-
nesses who are involved.

This challenge also must be extended to others who
have not yet become seriously interested in the matter of
UFQOs. The search for fresh, creative talent must go on con-
tinually. Jacques Vallee points out what he has found to be
true to date: "...I have had a chance to examine many docu-
ments like the ones I have quoted [in his book The Invisible
College, Random House, 1975]. Far from revealing govern-
ment authorities engaged in quiet research, they give a pic-
ture of incoherent restlessness in every country. Meeting
behind closed doors, scientists and military men swap scary
stories, while the real phenomena go on, unstudied, uncon-
cerned, UNIDENTIFIED!" (p209).

I should also point out a few of my own personal in-
clinations about both UFOs and some of the symptoms UFO
phenomena produce. One of these is that there may not be
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a single core phenomenon or stimulus behind "the' phenom-
enon but rather a number of either independent or interre-
lated physical or psychic events which become apparent only
when they interrelate (or inter-react) in certain ways. A
chemical catalyst may be an analogy for this idea. Another
personal inclination is that UFOs probably represent an en-
tirely new dimension of what we call "reality'; perhaps we
may just now be intellectually able to handle the deeper im-
plications of what this new dimension represents, No matter
what UFOs eventually turn out to be, I believe that we will
be confronted with some exciting surprises that will alter our
consciousness of ourselves as human beings. Even though I
have never seen a bonafide UFO myself I continue to look

skyward.

While there are certainly some people who would be
disappointed and even emotionally distraught if the UFO enig-
ma were somehow suddenly explained, I would not be. I
would welcome the new knowledge about our world and its
nature that would undoubtedly result from a full understand-
ing of unidentified aerial phenomena. While there may be
some persons today who find their ego-support needs fulfilled
through their involvement in UFO studies, I do not think there
are many. This subject would make a most interesting study
in itself, much like the theoretical studies on what might hap-
pen to our society if "peace'" suddenly broke out. I think I
can speak for the present authors in saying that the probable
benefits from understanding what UFOs are far outweighs any
personal gratification that might come from keeping UFOs a

mystery.

Another personal belief about UFQOs is that their de-
scription is so basically similar throughout the world that
the presence is suggestive of a phenomenon not only psycho-
logical in nature but also prototypical in the sense Carl Jung
uses the term (Jung 1959). By prototypical is meant "funda-
mental to the formation of other image symbols." Thus,
UFOs may represent an aspect of nature which transcends
human culture. Whether or not it originates in space, how-
ever, is quite another issue, The so-called extraterrestrial
intelligence (ETI) hypothesis for the origin of UFOs is but
one of several possible alternatives which have already been
discussed in detail elsewhere (Blum & Blum 1974, Bowen

1969, Hall 1964, Sagan 1973).

Before we progress to a brief overview of the chapters
to follow, a word of explanation is in order concerning the
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various contributors and their own points of view. Certain-
ly it is to be expected that each of the present authors has
couched his or her chapter in a larger and sometimes un-
stated frame of reference which has its own philosophical
boundaries. The reader should not expect the present con-
tributors all to be ''coming from the same place' so to speak;
each represents a different set of understandings about the
nature of reality and of the diverse phenomena in question.
Indeed, it is even possible that these authors may be re-
ferring in their chapters to quite different data. It is pos-
sible the reader could be led to assume certain things that
were not intended, merely because these philosophical bound-
aries were not set forth at the beginning. Of course one of
the important boundaries of each author's frame of reference
concerning UFOs is his definition or explanation of what the
UFO phenomenon likely represents. In order to help clarify
this important issue at the outset, I asked the authors to pre-
pare concise statements of what the UFO phenomenon repre-
sents to them. These personal statements are attached to
equally brief biographical sketches and placed together at the
back of the book. This information should help the reader
gain some greater understanding concerning the authors' own
beliefs.

This book is organized in four parts. Part I has to
do with various sociological and cultural factors that are
thought to be intimately related to UFO phenomena and their
percipients.

Chapter 2, 'Social and Cultural Factors Influencing
Beliefs about UFOs, " is by Phillis Fox, assistant professor
in the Department of Sociology, California State College,
Stanislaus; she reviews her own research into the reasons
why people who have seen UFOs and those who haven't be-
lieve that at least some UFOs are extraterrestrial spaceships.
She also considers various factors that influence our beliefs
about the nature of UFOs which she obtained through the ad-
ministration of special questionnaires designed to compare the
beliefs (including selected personal characteristics) of people
who claim to have seen a UFO with those who have not so
claimed. Three theories are presented. One is psycholog-
ical, one social-psychological, and the third cultural in ori-
entation. Dr. Fox offers the statement that "when confronted
with an unidentifiable stimulus, the individual is likely to rely
on other people to help in its interpretation. " There is no
doubt that we are social creatures, strongly influenced by our
culture. The very spirit of the age in which we live influences



6 Introduction

what we believe to be true and what we believe to be not
true. (An understanding of this important factor by virtually
all of the present authors is apparent; such an understanding
may be seen to play an important role in shaping what the
contributors say and how they say it.)

Like the other contributors to this book, Dr. Fox is
a part of that group of social scientists who would like to see
theories of the paranormal tested with the same degree of
scientific rigor that is required in other fields of endeavor.
While the data with which the UFO investigator works may be
both difficult to obtain, and difficult to fit into an existing in-
terpretative framework, they are no less usable data. With
the proper documentation and scientific control conditions,
UFO data are as amenable to rigorous scientific study as are
any other kind of data. Of course there is one major differ-
ence here in that the data usually constitute secondhand evi-
dence, filtered through the senses and memory of human
beings, rather than read-outs from sensing/recording instru-
ments. Yet the human may also be considered as a fairly
reliable sensing/recording 'device' under certain circum-
stances. We need not necessarily discard any data that come
from the human observer--indeed, we must not or else much
of what we now know about ourselves and our universe would
have to be discarded as unreliable. And so it is the second-
hand nature of the UFO data that makes the active involve-
ment of social scientists so essential. It seems to have been
people with training in the physical sciences who have done
most of the theorizing, analyzing, and serious writing about
the UFO phenomenon to date. These individuals may not have
understood as well as they might the methods now available to
trained behavioral scientists. Of course, the present book
should help change this state of awareness.

It is well known in such fields as psychology and soci-
ology that humans influence one another through very indirect
means. One such means of indirect influence is discussed in
the third chapter,

In an interesting article dealing with the impact of sci-
ence fiction upon man's various enterprises, Nichols and Alex-
ander (1977) comment: 'It is almost ironic that the media
that have made science fiction more accessible to the masses
(TV, radio, movies) were once the speculations of science
fiction. There is an amazing connection here, a subtle yet
also overt interrelation wherein the medium expounding the
message also is (and increasingly becomes) the message it-
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self. We live in a scientific age, an age of future shock--
an age in which it is becoming more difficult daily to dis-
tinguish between everyday reality and science fiction (p7)."
In this same context then, it is important to consider the pos-
sible influence of science fiction movies upon UFO reporting.
This is the primary objective of Chapter 3, ''The Zeitgeist
of the UFO Phenomenon, " by Armando Simén, an experimen-
tal psychologist at the University of Southern Mississippi,
Hattiesburg. Zeitgeist is a German term meaning spirit of
the times; Simén's chapter considers the effects of science-
fiction films upon our culture, our perceptions in general,
and our cognitions of UFOs. Films that depict either extra-
terrestrial beings visiting Earth or mankind's exploration of
space are discussed. Simoén maintains, too, that our culture
also influences the content of these film to some extent. He
writes, '"'The anthropomorphic attitude of artists and screen-
writers is not only directed at the morphological aspects of
aliens and UFO occupants, but to motivational and technolog-
ical aspects as well. The same may apply to scientists"
(emphasis added). An appendix to this chapter presents a
comprehensive list of English-language science-fiction movies
dating back to 1902 which deal with the stated themes. When
the number of SF films is plotted in ten-year intervals, an
eight-fold increase is seen to have occurred in the decade
from 1950 to 1960 compared with the previous ten-year peri-
od. One inference that might be drawn from this chapter is
that serious UFO researchers should begin to take a closer
look at the relationships that may exist between the content
and underlying philosophical beliefs of currently popular SF

films and the details (and reporting frequency) of UFO sight-
ings. *

¥In an April 1977 letter addressed to all of the major UFO
organizations in America, I suggested the possibility of such
a social impact upon future reports of the ''close encounter
of the third kind" (CE-III) which could result from the re-
lease of the Hollywood movie of the same name. At the time
of writing this chapter (with the movie in about its 15th week
of nationwide showing), an informal count of new (previously
unreported) CE-III cases reported to the Center for UFO
Studies has not disclosed a significant increase. What has
taken place, however, is a growing tendency for people to
report close-encounter experiences which took place in the

past. It is too soon to gauge the full sociological impact of
this movie, however.
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Part I concludes with Chapter 4, ""Humanoids Reported
in UFOs, Religion, and Folktales: Human Bias Towards Hu-
man Life Forms?, " by Frederick V. Malmstrom and Richard
M. Coffman, both of whom have backgrounds in anthropology
and psychology. The chapter compares the physical charac-
teristics of three groups of primarily humanoid subjects. The
first group is a stratified random sample of both ancient and
modern deities, the second is a random sample of principle
characters in children's folktales, and the third is a random
sample of reported UFO occupants. The height and humanoid
characteristics of these three groups of figures are compared.
A closer correspondence is found between the distributions of
height of UFO occupants and children's folktale characters
than between the height of UFO occupants and deities. These
height data do not support the currently popular hypothesis
that ancient gods were UFO occupants. We are left, there-
fore, with the possibility that the alleged physical character-
istics of UFO occupants may be primarily a product of human
imagination.

Part II contains three chapters that concentrate more
upon the eyewitnesses themselves than their culture.

What does the UFO experience have in common with
other kinds of anomalous experiences? What can be learned
from a review of existing data on the witness of anomalous
events such as UFO phenomena. And what can be learned
about the environment in which he makes his sighting? What
sorts of working hypotheses can be developed about the per-
ception of anomalous events which will help guide future re-
search? These and other related questions are raised in the
three chapters of Part II, which have to do with various eye-
witness factors, -

In Chapter 5, Ronald M. Westrum, assistant professor
in the Department of Sociology, Eastern Michigan University,
begins his discussion of "Witnesses of UFOs and Other Anom-
alies" by defining two types of UFO experiences, "low-thresh-
old, " (so-called normal UFO experiences which conform to
commonly -accepted criteria and which are likely to be accepted
by others as having been real), and 'high-threshold" (in which
the observer is not cognitively prepared for the sighting and
is likely to perceive it as being something else). He suggests
that educated people may be more willing to interpret strange
events in the sky as being anomalous because they are more
confident in their ability to act discriminatingly than are peo-
ple with less education. Then he discusses factors related to
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how these experiences are discriminated and cross-checked
by the witnesses themselves as well as influenced by others.
Also discussed is the important issue of what kind of people
see UFOs. Drawing upon the findings of public opinion polls
(which offer fairly reliable measurements of variables of rela-
tive unimportance), Dr. Westrum treats several interesting
inconsistencies in the polls, one of which is a recent increase
in the proportion of people who claim to have seen a UFO.
The author suggests the higher sighting rate of 1973 (com-
pared with earlier polls) might be caused by a lowering of
the 'threshold" for a UFO sighting. Since more people now
know approximately what UFOs are supposed to look like,
fewer identifying cues are now needed to identify them. In

a discussion on the nature of UFO sighters based upon UFO
reports (involving variables of importance, largely, but un-
systematic data), he suggests that sociological factors are

not particularly related to 'high-threshold" UFO experiences
but may well be related to the willingness and ability to re-
port such experiences. He also finds evidence (as does Dr.
Schwarz in Chapter 6) that UFO witnesses seem to be normal
rather than mentally ill persons. Dr. Westrum concludes by
saying that while UFO sightings are related to social factors,
which factors these are exactly depend on the nature of the
UFO experience. For instance, low-threshold experiences
are inversely related to age and high-threshold experiences
are related to when and where the witnesses find themselves
(most often in rural areas at night). The available evidence
also seems to be consistent with the belief that UFO sightings
are not due to hallucinations.

While the eyewitness may be viewed as a unit of some
larger social group he can also be viewed as a single, com-
plex psychological "unit" in himself. The fields of psychi-
atry, clinical, and social psychology have provided ample evi-
dence of this. In Chapter 6 some of the prominent psychi-
atric and parapsychiatric aspects of the UFO experience are
discussed. The author is Berthold Eric Schwarz, a psychi-
atrist in private practice in Montclair, New Jersey; he has
titled his contribution '"Psychiatric and Parapsychiatric Di-
mensions of UFOs. " This chapter concentrates upon the
various methods used by psychiatrists to study witnesses of
UFO phenomena. Schwarz reviews earlier work by Jung,
Meerlo, Walker, Rhine, Grinspoon, and Persky in terms of
their theorizing about the UFO experience. He remarks,

"At the least, UFO cases should merit the same care that is
given to clinical syndromes, seen in practice and reported in
professional journals.' Later he says, 'When all the various
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authors' methods of differential diagnosis are exhausted, it
would seem that there is still a formidable unexplained UFO
residue. Because the data are so strange in many cases,

it is not unusual that psychiatrists would question the emo-
tional health, if not the professional integrity, of a colleague,
rather than first checking out the data carefully and then try-
ing to discover what their colleague did say about the case

at hand. " This chapter also treats such subjects as the role
of the psychiatrist, possible dangers to witness and investi-
gator, hypnotism, parapsychiatric techniques, and other areas

of interest to the broad-minded practitioner of the healing
arts.

Chapter 7, the last in Part II, is titled 'Speculations
on the UFO Experience' and is written by Harold A. Cahn,
a researcher in private practice living in Tucson. Some
readers might consider this chapter to be at variance with the
others. Dr., Cahn begins with the premise that conscious-
ness '"is both primordial and absolutely creative." That is,
consciousness is not a product of our minds (the mentalist's
view) but rather it creates various "models. '* What we call
nature, according to Cahn, is but one of these models. He
comments, 'Nature 'out there' is out there only in the sense
that it is a creation of awareness; not that it exists indepen-
dently of consciousness and is governed by inviolate laws. "
He argues that, since there is no way that we can establish
the independence of nature, we should start with what is ac-
tually given, namely, our awareness of nature. Human be-
liefs, then, are seen as both enabling and limiting us to
manifest the intent of our awareness. One point of this dis-
cussion is to establish a foundation for dealing with so-called

*The same view has been taken by others: Rucker says in
his Geometry, Relativity and the Fourth Dimension (1977),
"The goal of this book has been to present the universe as
a geometrical object that happens to enjoy the property of
being perceived by us to exist' (p117). And the renowned
French scientist Pierre du Nolly (1947) wrote, '"Human sci-
ence is based on the physical study of phenomena. We try
to link these facts together by means of laws, that is to say,
by qualitative and sometimes quantitative relations. But
these phenomena only exist, as such, in our brains. Each
has an external, objective cause, and we cannot affirm that
there is an identity between this cause and the phenomenon

which Tesults from it within ourselves' (p6, emphasis
added). -
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paranormal phenomena. According to Dr. Cahn, "paranormal
phenomena reveal structural characteristics of the mentations
used in constructing them.' We limit ourselves by believing
in the objectiveness of nature operating under inviolate laws.
This leads Cahn to the motto, "All thinkable relationships ex-
ist." Thus, to say that one is able to think up some particu-
lar relationship is also to say that the machinery for mani-
festation of that intent of consciousness exists. '"By using it
[the 'machinery'] the UFOnauts solve their problem" (of trav-

eling through space and/or time, seemingly to materialize
and dematerialize).

Part III has to do with various eyewitness reporting
factors that are thought to accompany the UFO experience.
What may be said about the process of reporting a UFO sight-
ing to the authorities when one is likely to be ridiculed for
doing s0? And how are these reports received by society?
These are the kinds of questions dealt with next.

In Chapter 8, Ronald M. Westrum discusses '"UFO
Reporting Dynamics.' He begins by presenting several mech-
anisms used in controlling uncertainty (i.e., 'buffers, ' 'fil-
ters, ' and ''critics'). Buffers are those persons who do not
disclose their UFO experiences--presumably to protect the
rest of society from having to come to grips with the 'theo-
retically harmful effects of an anomalous experience.' Fil-
ters are those mechanisms of society that permit some in-
formation to be disseminated and some information to be
blocked. Critics are usually persons who help keep the gen-
eral public from having to change their ''cognitive map'; an
act that might be required by accepting a reported event.
This may be done by challenging the validity of the reported
experience, the integrity of the eyewitness, the motives of
the communicator, or by other means. Another subject
treated here is why reports are made public at all. Various
motives are considered as are réasons why some UFO wit-
nesses do not report their experiences to others. Directly
related to this subject is another, namely the 'propensity to
report. " This is a particularly crucial subject since our as-
sumptions that UFO sightings will be reported are a vitally
important part of our evaluation of the report's validity. It
has been estimated (by Hynek in private correspondence,
1978) that only about one in ten eyewitnesses make a report
of their sighting to some authority like the local police, Fed-
eral Aviation Administration, or a UFO study group. One
should ask, how can other non-reporting witnesses be per-
suaded to come forward? Dr. Westrum's chapter concludes




12 Introduction

with discussions of the 'report release process'--i.e., the
release of similar types of experiences of others that oc-
curred before the initially publicized report--and the so-
called "silly season" that seems to be associated with report-
ing UFOs. The silly season refers to those times when
waves of sightings are publicized. A possible causal factor
of the mass nature of these reports might be found in the
motives of certain editors who seek whatever anomalous ma-
terial is at hand simply to boost their circulation. However,
no such relationship has been proven to date.

Chapter 9 is entitled "Limitations of Human Verbal
Behavior in the Context of UFO-Related Stimuli" and is by
Michael A. Persinger, associate professor, Laurentian Uni-
versity, Sudbury, Ontario. Dr. Persinger believes that the
apparently elusive and insoluble characteristics of the UFO
problem are primarily a function of the indiscriminant and
emotionally loaded labels we apply to most (if not all) of our
ambiguous or unexpected experiences. In the context of un-
usual, infrequent, and anxiety-producing stimuli, such hu-
man behavior as thinking and memory are disrupted, altered,
and even suppressed in various ways., These methodological
"limitations' of behavior are so numerous that UFO-related
verbal sequences collected after the event have little empir-
ical value and exacerbate the confusion. A basic thesis in
this chapter is that "the dispassionate and systematic applica-
tion of known behavioral principles to the UFO problem sug-
gests that the major component of the phenomenon involves
confounding artifacts from human verbal behavior.' Whereas
Dr. Cahn's thesis is that nature is but a creation of our own
consciousness, Dr. Persinger's is strongly behavioristic; he
sees verbal behavior lying 'at the core of the UFO dilemma. "

Of the topics discussed in depth in Chapter 9, sev-
eral are of particular relevance to the UFO enthusiast:
*changes in behavior without awareness, '" "modification of
memory, " "the emotionally-loaded term UFO, " "suggestibil-
ity, " and hypnotically -induced 'regression and suggestion' to
mention a few. He appeals for more independently -obtained
and instrument-derived UFO data that would allow bypassing
the human problems alluded to in his own (and indeed most
of the other) chapters. Should this take place the UFO evi-
dence would consist of "photographs of luminous patches of
light, electromagnetic alterations, and/or other localized but
not particularly impressive physical manifestations.' He con-
cludes his chapter by saying, "Perhaps the UFO dilemma will
be solved only when some extraterrestrial beings are system-
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atically observed by the majority of the population. However,
until that time comes, as in times before in the history of
science, man's most reliable tool for describing and under-
standing the unknown portions of the environment are system-
atic procedures and measurements. " I think that all of the
present contributors would also agree with this statement.

In his Geometry, Relativity and the Fourth Dimen-
sion (1977), mathematician Rucker echoes much the same
view: "As life becomes less adventurous in our industrial-
ized society, many people try to find new paths into the un-
known. Perhaps we are actually 4-D beings and our phys-
ical bodies are only a 3-D cross section of our full bodies,
but it cannot be said that there is any convincing evidence
of this. Convincing evidence would consist of some consistent
and plausible extension of our present theory of physics that
would assume the four-dimensionality of ordinary physical
bodies and predict verifiable experimental results. As long
as there is no good theory of astral bodies, psychic phenom-
ena and 80 on, no experiment can be really convincing'' (p41).
While one might argue whether there are any good theories
of paranormal processes, there are interesting developments
by investigators who are attempting to integrate these pro-
cesses into existing laws of physics (e.g., Puthoff & Targ
1977). Still, the question remains whether to try to integrate
so-called paranormal phenomena into the existing mainstream
of scientific disciplines or whether to treat it quite separately
at the outset, as a new discipline in its own right (even if
such an approach might mean some ostracism by the scien-
tific establishment). The second approach seems to have
been the predominant one to date.

The last chapter (10) in Part III is by Roger N. Shep-
ard, professor of psychology at Stanford University. He has
titled his contribution 'Reconstruction of Witnesses' Experi-
ences of Anomalous Phenomena.' Beginning with a compre-
hensive review of the literature, Dr. Shepard lays the ground-
work for a methodology that field investigators can use to ob-
tain insights about patterns hidden in large arrays of data.
Those persons interested in studying unidentified aerial phe-
nomena (usually) find little or no discernible pattern to the
occurrences, either in space or time. Nevertheless, while
"these circumstances do make scientific study enormously
more difficult, they do not render it impossible.' Using
this statement as his starting point, Dr. Shepard outlines a
procedure that is based upon visual recognition of the shape
and other visual details of an aerial phenomenon rather than
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upon a verbal description. * The author remarks that "most
witnesses are not able to produce a likeness of what they

saw that will even begin to engage their own latent capability
for a positive recognition response.' The procedure sug-
gested here is that of providing the witness with systematical-
ly organized recognition arrays something like those used by
police artists to reconstruct facial (or other) features of a

suspect.

Part IV has to do with selected UFO research data
and theory and contains three chapters.  While Chapter 11
approaches the UFO experience from an in-depth (inductive),
analytical methodology--by reporting a close encounter of the
third type in great detail--the twelfth chapter takes a more
statistical, global (deductive) approach. The final chapter
offers a challenging theoretical possibility subject to actual

measurement and validation.

Chapter 11 is entitled '"Investigation of the Alleged

UFO Experience of Carl Higdon" and is by R. Leo Sprinkle,
director of counseling and testing and associate professor of
psychology, University of Wyoming. Dr. Sprinkle's chapter
presents a detailed account of a close encounter of the third
type (Hynek 1972) which occurred on October 25, 1974, south
of Rawlins, Wyoming. The chapter is intended to illustrate
some currently used methods of field investigation into UFO-
related phenomena. It also makes clear just how broad is
the range of human experiences associated with UFO phenom-
ena. Briefly, Carl Higdon claimed that while he was hunting
elk he fired his rifle and noticed, to his amazement, that the
bullet traveled only fifty or sixty feet before falling to the
ground, ''splattered." Upon picking the bullet up he claimed
that he encountered a ''strange person, " who asked him if he
wished to go with him. Later, Carl was found in a dazed
and confused condition and was hospitalized for a few days.
During hypnotic regression sessions, he obtained impressions
of the two hours of amnesia, allegedly that period of time he
was with the strange person or 'visitor'" and taken into a
"cubicle'" for a journey to a ''space tower.' After this al-
leged journey, Mr. Higdon indicated that he was returned to
the forest where he had been hunting. The chapter provides
the results of the investigation, including typescripts of hyp-
notic regression interviews, profiles of psychological inven-

¥The editor has also, independently, pursued a somewhat
similar approach (Haines 1976).
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tories, statement of psychiatric evaluation, psychic impres-
sions, polygraph examinations, photographs of the bullet,
sketches of the ''cubicle, ' and descriptions of subsequent ex-
periences of Mr. Higdon. Dr. Sprinkle also offers some
tentative conclusions of his own based upon these data and
comparison with experiences of other UFO observers.

Experimental results from several specially prepared
shape drawing tests are presented in Chapter 12 by Richard
F. Haines, research scientist and consultant to the Center
for UFO Studies, Evanston, Illinois, and to the Aerial Phe-
nomena Research Organization, Tucson, Arizona. The chap-
ter is entitled '"What Do UFO Drawings by Alleged Eyewit-
nesses and Non-Eyewitnesses Have in Common?'" and illus-
trates how simple UFO sketches can be influenced by various
biasing factors (including prior exposure to an illustrated lec-
ture on UFOs; brief exposure of ambiguous shapes; and pro-
longed exposure to a highly detailed UFO drawing). Other
data presented include statistical results from administering
a UFO shape drawing test to groups of alleged eyewitnesses
of UFOs and to groups of people who claim they have never
seen a UFO. The close similarity between the two groups'
drawings suggests that almost everyone has seen some type
of UFO representation (real or artificially drawn or photo-
graphed) which has introduced into our collective subconscious
a "proto-symbol" of the idea 'unidentified flying object” or
"flying saucer.' The results presented here further empha-
size the importance of obtaining a detailed UFO shape draw-
ing by the eyewitness under proper supervision by a trained
investigator rather than obtaining only a verbal or written
description of the phenomenon experienced.

It is very important to have some type of theoretical
framework available when working on a scientific endeavor,
particularly an endeavor as complex and little known as is
presented by UFOs. In Chapter 13 Michael A. Persinger
presents such a theoretical framework within which some
types of UFO sightings may be explained. He has entitled
his submission "'Possible Infrequent Geophysical Sources of
Close UFO Encounters: Expected Physical and Behavioral-
Biological Effects. ' He suggests that presently unknown geo-
physical processes 'applied in unusual space-time geometries
are responsible for electromagnetic phenomena that have di-
rect physical and biological consequences. These processes
involve normal alterations in tectonic (structural) stresses
within the earth's crust and are mediated by piezoelectric-

like effects.
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This chapter will likely prove to be one of the more
controversial in this book, since it attempts to explain many
features of the UFO experience in terms of physical and bio-
physical results of intense electromagnetic (EM) forces gen-
erated within the earth's crust. This naturalistic explanation
may not find many supporters within the ranks of students of
UFOlogy (for a number of reasons) nor among the ranks of
certain physical scientists (for an entirely different set of
reasons). Nevertheless, the EM column theory does raise
some testable questions. Such testable questions are sorely
needed in this as in all fields of science to help penetrate to
new depths of the unknown. While some may consider Per-
singer's EM column theory to be too speculative, the editor
felt that its potential contribution to UFO understanding was
sufficient to permit its inclusion. Open-minded readers must
be willing to consider every alternative explanation consistent
with the available evidence.

A final subject remains before we turn to the inter-
esting chapters to follow. It has to do with the use of con-
sistent terminology. It is well known to the scientifically-
trained person that one of the cornerstones of a sound scien-
tific methodology is the development and use of a precise,
consistent, and broadly-accepted vocabulary. UFO literature
has been present for more than thirty years (see Catoe 1969);
there is already an established, semi-specialized vocabulary
in use. Interested readers may want to read works by Con-
don (1968), Hynek (1972), Jacobs (1975), Vallee and Vallee
(1966), and the references listed in these books, for a samp-
ling of this vocabulary, Terms such as angel hair, contactee,
orthoteny, Foo-fighters, daylight discs, UFOnaut, and others
may be only strange-sounding nonsense to most people, but
to the initiated they stand for fairly definite ideas. In a chap-
ter entitled "Psychology and Epistemology of UFO Interpreta-
tions, "' Douglass R. Price-Williams (Sagan & Page 1973) com-
ments in regard to UFO-related terminology, 'My theme is
that distinctions must be made between description, definition,
and explanation. Failure to respect these distinctions fre-
quently leads to lack of clarity in discussing the reports, and
often to logical mistakes' (p224). Although I have not tried
to find out whether each of the other contributors to the book
would support this statement, I believe they would. A seri-
ous attempt has been made in editing these chapters to keep
description separate from definition and definition separate
from explanation. Hopefully, the reader will come to agree
that this goal has been achieved.
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In keeping with prior usage (Haines 1979), the follow-
ing definition of the term 'unidentified flying object" is used
here:

Manifestations of the UFO phenomenon are
found among reports of the perception or indirect
awareness of an object, light source, or presence
of something in the sky, upon the land, or on or
beneath the surface of a body of water, the appear-
ance, trajectory, and general dynamic, lumines-
cent, or reflective qualities of which do not sug-
gest an explanation that conforms with current
conventional or logical explanations and which re-
mains unidentified after all evidence surrounding
the sighting has been studied by technically cap-
able persons including the field investigator in-
volved in the case and who have applied both com-
monsense identification as well as intuition to
their analysis.
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Chapter 2

SOCIAL AND CULTURAL FACTORS
INFLUENCING BELIEFS ABOUT UFOs

Phillis Fox

Robert L. Hall (1972) wrote:

Most behavioral scientists would agree that reports
as persistent and patterned as UFO reports must
be systematically motivated in some way, not
simply random misperceptions. Either there must
be a distinctive physical phenomenon which these
witnesses have observed, or there must be a pow-
erful and poorly understood motivation rooted in
projection, or contagion of belief, or a similar
mechanism [p29].

Leaving the investigation of the possibility of a distinctive
physical phenomenon to the natural scientists, what might a
"powerful and poorly understood motivation' consist of? We
know that human beings do not observe events the way a cam-
era does. To a considerable extent, people see what they ex-
pect to see; and what they expect to see is not simply a re-
sult of their personalities but also the result of their social
and cultural milieu. If social and cultural factors do influ-
ence the interpretations of UFOs made by witnesses, then
those same factors are likely to influence the beliefs non-
witnesses have about the nature of UFOs.

This essay reports the author's exploratory research
on the reasons why people, both those who have seen UFOs
and those who have not, believe that at least some UFOs are
extraterrestrial spaceships. On the basis of informal inter-
views with believers and non-believers, extensive reading in
the popular and social science literature on UFOs, and ob-
servations at lectures, a list of variables that seemed to af-
fect belief in flying saucers was compiled. These variables
fell into three groups--one of which had to do with open-
mindedness, a second with social class and experiences of
the social order and the third with larger bmef systems
which subsume a.nd support belief in Tlying saucers. These
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variables were then used to prepare a questionnaire admin-
istered in January 1975 to a nonrandom sample of 95 people
living in an agricultural area of California. Analysis of the
questionnaire's results indicated that some of the variables
did affect beliefs about the nature of UFOs, while the opera-
tional definitions of other variables were inadequate. Two
revised versions of the 1975 questionnaire were prepared and
administered in January 1976 to two nonrandom samples of
101 and 170 persons, all living in the same area as the 1975
sample. The results of these questionnaires will be referred
to by the dates on which the questionnaires were administered.
While the findings have a fair amount of validity for the people
studied, they do not necessarily predict the responses of oth-
er people because the people questioned were not selected

randomly and cannot be assumed to be representative of the
rest of the population.

During the exploratory research three theories were
formulated about why people believe in flying saucers. One
theory was psychological in its perspective; another, social-
psychological; and a third, cultural. Only the cultural theory
had much success accounting for the data. The psycholog-
ical theory used as its principal independent variable a per-
sonality trait, open-mindedness. Using Rokeach's (1960)
theory of dogmatism, several hypotheses were derived:

(a) Open-minded people will evaluate information
about UFOs in terms of the content of the material,
but close-minded people will believe only information
from sources they view in positive terms. Thus, if a
positive source says that UFOs are really visitors from
outer space, the close-minded person will also. How-
ever, if a positive source says that they are not, then
the close-minded person will also believe they are not.

(b) In the absence of information from any author-
ities, people with closed belief systems are less likely
to believe that UFOs are visitors from outer space than
people with open belief systems because the former are
less able to entertain new ideas--provided both groups

have had little past experience with the idea of flying
saucers.

(c) Because close-minded people tend to evaluate other
people in terms of the similarities of the belief systems
of those others to their own, people with closed belief
systems are likely to associate only with others who
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agree with them. Thus, people with closed belief sys-
tems who do not think that UFOs are alien spacecraft
will associate with people who think the same thing.
People with closed belief systems who believe in flying
saucers will associate with people who think likewise.

In contrast, people with open belief systems will asso-
ciate with people whose interpretations of UFOs differ
from theirs as well as with people whose interpretations
agree.

Unfortunately, although they might be true for other
samples, very few of the predictions made by these hypoth-
eses were supported by the data collected in the exploratory
research.

A second theory was social-psychological in nature,
an elaboration of Warren's (1970) research on status incon-
sistency. According to the basic theory, status-inconsistent
people (such as people with high educations and low incomes)
suffer more stress than status-consistent people (such as
people with corresponding educational and income ranks) and
thus tend to retreat or withdraw from the larger society by
espousing beliefs which suggest the possibility of other lives
on other planets.

This basic theory needs to take into account certain
problems. First, not all status-inconsistent people will ex-
perience their inconsistency in the same way (Knoke 1972,
Nelson 1973). Majority- and minority-group members may
react differently to their inconsistent statuses. Given the
strength of various civil-rights movements, females and non-
whites may channel their stress into political activities rath-
er than escapist beliefs. Also, people's reactions to their
inconsistent statuses may vary with the nature of those in-
consistencies. For example, people with educations superior
to their occupations may not experience stress because they
are striving for the upward mobility they think their educa-
tions will guarantee them (Jackson 1962).

Second, if sighting UFOs and believing that they are
alien spaceships represent a rejection of the social order,
then people under stress should also be interested in other
unusual phenomena. Beliefs in the supernatural, ESP, pos-
session by the devil, and such also deny the taken-for-
granted order.

Third, status inconsistency may be only an apparent
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predictor of stress. Logically, the independent effects of
any of its components--education, income, occupation--could
be the true cause of stress.

Although further research might confirm Warren's
theory, the 1975 and 1976 studies conducted by the author
produced virtually no support of the basic status-inconsistency
theory or its suggested revisions.

The third theory formulated during the exploratory re-
search was sociological in nature, focusing on cultural belief
systems and social interaction. Although in need of additional
testing, this theory is supported by the author's data to a
greater extent than either the psychological or social-psycho-
logical models. According to this theory, belief in flying
saucers is consistent with the United States world view and
has emerged as a collective attempt to understand ambiguous
and problematic stimuli. In retrospect, perhaps the inade-
quacy of the psychological and social-psychological explana-
tions should not be surprising. While personality traits such
as open-mindedness or mental states such as stress can be
very effective in accounting for the behavior of small num-
bers of isolated individuals, they are less useful in account-
ing for the behavior of large numbers of people over long
periods of time. That is, belief in flying saucers is so per-
sistent and so widespread it must be cultural. People have
belleved 1n flying saucers at Teast since the early 1950s. In
the three nonrandom samples surveyed by the author, 55, 41

and 46 per cent of the people questioned thought that at least
some UFOs were extraterrestrial spaceships.

The sociological theory, therefore, is the main topic
of this chapter.

Cultural Beliefs Which Permit Belief in Flying Saucers

Each of us is born into a world-taken-for-granted, a
system of apparently self-evident and self-validating assump-
tions about the world that our society has engendered in the
course of its history.* Our society supplies our values, our

*One might ask if there is a relationship between Dr. Cahn's
suggestion that nature is but a creation of our awareness and
Dr. Fox's that we are born into a system of apparently self-
evident, self-validating assumptions about the world around
us. To what extent does our society condition our awareness
of our society and ourselves?--editor's note.
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logic, our store of information, and our store of misinforma-
Our world view tells us what is possible and what is

Of course, a society's world view is not static,
We do not

tion.
not possible.

nor is it shared by all people in the society.
simply acquire our society's world view, but we also main-
tain, create, and alter it as well.

At this point in our history, the taken-for-granted

world of most Americans encourages us to interpret UFO re-
We assume that intelligent life ex-

ports as flying saucers.

ists elsewhere in the universe and that interstellar space
travel is both possible and desirable. Most of us know little
about astronomy and perceptual psychology. Accepting of

change both in our personal belief systems and in official,

scientific ones, we find it easy to believe something we had
We may be members of subcultures

not previously believed.
which attach special significance to UFOs.

In order to conclude that a UFO is an alien spaceship,

people must believe that aliens exist who can build and fly
The existence of intelligent extraterrestrials is

spaceships.

taken for granted by large numbers of Americans. A 1968
survey of randomly-selected adults found that 70 per cent be-
lieved that intelligent life-forms exist elsewhere in the uni-
verse (Lee 1969, p232). According to a 1973 Gallup poll,

46 per cent of Americans held this belief (Fifty-one per

cent ... 1973). Of the 95-person sample questioned in 1975,
60 per cent agreed that there were intelligent beings on other
planets. Such a belief seems easy to acquire. Like much
science fiction literature, television programs such as Star

Trek and Space: 1999 are based on the assumption that the
The scientific es-

universe is teeming with intelligent life.
tablishment supports this idea. Expecting Pioneer 10 to
leave our solar system, NASA had it engraved with pictures
of humans, the solar system, and atomic structures in case
More

the probe should be intercepted by extraterrestrials.

recently, Viking I landed on Mars and began to search for
In connection with the Viking mission, Carl Sa-

life there.
gan said on the program '"'CBS Evening News with Dan Rath-
er" (June 20, 1976) that if we found life on Mars our dis-

covery would open up the possibility of finding life elsewhere

in the universe.
When asked why they think UFOs are alien spaceships,

some people reply simply that they are certain we are not

They assume that

the only intelligent life in the universe.
extraterrestrials not only exist, but also want to travel through
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space and have developed an appropriate technology. Many,
if not most, Americans make these assumptions. As support-
ing evidence for our belief that interstellar space travel is
possible, we can point to the rapid progress made by our
own space program with its live television pictures from the
moon, Skylab endurance records, and photographs of Mars.
As for the desirability of space travel, in the 1975 sample,
78 per cent of the 95 people questioned thought that many
parts of our space program were worthwhile. In addition to
the space program, much science fiction exposes people to
the possibility and desirability of space travel. In the 1975
sample, 77 per cent said they had seen movies about space
travel, while 42 per cent said they had read science-fiction
stories about space travel.

Interpreting UFOs as flying saucers is made possible
by what we do not know, as well as by what we think we
know. Because our world view contains little information
about astronomy and perceptual psychology, it does not pro-
vide us with the knowledge necessary to interpret UFOs as
stars, parhelions, optical illusions, and such (Haines 1979).
In his discussion of critical ability, Shibutani (1966) writes:

Education may become a crucial variable in some
situations in that it provides a better basis for
judgment. When confronted with reports of an
invasion from Mars or a phantom anesthetist, a
better understanding of astronomy, chemistry,
and popular psychiatry renders comprehensible
things that remain strange to the uneducated
[p123].

Although we glance skyward to check the weather and to ad-
mire the moon, most of us are uneducated about astronomy.
Of the 95 people in the 1975 sample, 62 per cent said they
had little knowledge of astronomy, while 29 and 8 per cent
reported medium and high amounts respectively. What little
most of us may know about astronomy has not been learned
from experts (astronomers) but rather from friends and fam-
ily, brief experiences in elementary and secondary school,
and the mass media. On the 1976 questionnaire administered
to 170 people, respondents were asked to identify what they
had read about UFOs. Of the 57 people who could, 32 per
cent had read Chariots of the Gods, 37 per cent had read
newspaper or magazine articles, but only 4 per cent had
read books by astronomers.
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Yet another aspect of our world view is an acceptance
of change. We have a sense that what we now think to be
true may be altered in the future. This lack of permanence
is reflected in our life styles and in our attitudes toward our
scientific knowledge. The ability of contemporary Americans
to change belief systems has been noted by a number of ob-
servers. Berger (1963) says that our age is one of conver-
sion:

An individual may alternate back and forth between
logically contradictory meaning systems. Each
time the meaning system he enters provides him
with an interpretation of his existence and of his
world, including in this interpretation an explana-
tion of the meaning system he has abandoned
[pp51-2).

Borhek and Curtis (1975, p143) refer to these changes as
voluntarism, which they consider to be one of the main char-
acteristics of contemporary belief systems. Lifton (1972,
pp387-8) coins the term protean man to label the style of
self-process in which people constantly change their identities.
According to Lifton, this style of self-process is partly the
result of losing connection with our own cultural symbols and
partly the result of the flooding of imagery via the mass
media which allows us to be touched by everything and which
overwhelms us with superficial messages and partial alterna-
tives,

Not only our personal meaning systems change, how-
ever, but also our scientific meaning systems. While Ameri-
cans have great faith in science, or at least in technology,
we do not believe that our science has uncovered all there is
to know about the universe. Most of us are aware that our
stock of scientific knowledge is changing and expanding. Con-
sequently, although it does not now include knowledge of extra-
terrestrial visitors, it may someday. In the meantime, it is
possible for people to experience events or phenomena that
are unknown or strange. When confronted with something
strange, people may find it easy to cease disbelieving in fly-
ing saucers and to begin believing in them because they are
used to changing belief systems completely and rapidly. In-
deed, some UFO witnesses have said that they previously re-
garded UFO reports as hoaxes or nonsense.

Thus far our discussion of beliefs which support a be-
lief in flying saucers has focused on cultural beliefs held by
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a majority of Americans. Not all people in this society
share those beliefs, however. Particularly noteworthy in
this context are two subcultures: fundamentalist religions
and the metaphysical subculture. Either of these two sub-
cultures may serve as a reference group or socializing agent
and hence may influence interpretations of UFOs. Not con-
vinced that intelligent life exists elsewhere in the universe,
some fundamentalist sects interpret UFOs as angels from
God or Satan. In the 1975 sample one respondent, who sim-
ply identified herself as a Christian, wrote, 'According to
some Christian authorities, UFOs are from Satan. 99.9 per
cent sure. '"* In addition to the traditional Christian reality
there exists an alternative religious reality, an occult social
world, which makes entirely different assumptions about the

nature of the universe (Ellwood 1973). As Buckner (1968)
writes:

The social world of the occult 'seeker' is a very
unusual one. The seeker moves in a world popu-
lated by astral spirits, cosmic truths, astrologers,
mystery schools, lost continents, magic healing,

human auras, second comings, telepathy, and vi-
brations [p226).

The seekers who composed the Human Individual Metamorpho-
sis cult saw flying saucers as vehicles by which they could
escape the cycle of death and reincarnation and ascend to the
Kingdom of Heaven (Balch & Taylor 1976). In short, mem-
bers of the metaphysical subculture and fundamentalist sects
tend to make assumptions about the universe different from

those made by most Americans and they tend to interpret
UFOs differently also.

Pointing out that in many UFO cases witnesses had
not previously taken UFO reports seriously, Hall (1972) con-
cludes that these people really saw unusual phenomena:

In fact I would find it puzzling and behaviorally
anomalous if witnesses to a dramatic, ambiguous
event promptly interpreted it in a way that lay
outside their previous beliefs and contrary to the
beliefs of others around them unless, indeed, their
observations seemed quite unequivocal [p216].

*Or course it i8 unwarranted to conclude that this belief is
shared by all or even a majority of Christians. --editor's note.
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But are flying saucers outside the belief systems of most
Americans? No, our store of information, our assumptions,
and our store of misinformation make it very easy to con-
clude that UFOs are extraterrestrial spaceships. Most of us
are convinced that intelligent life exists elsewhere in the uni-
verse. We assume that space travel outside our solar sys-
tem is possible, and we take for granted the idea that intelli-
gent alien life-forms want to travel through space. When we
look at the sky, we see many things which are strange to us
because we are ignorant of astronomy and because of the per-
ceptual limitations of our eyes. Knowing little about astron-
omy or perceptual psychology, we cannot use either body of
knowledge to explain what we see. Quite familiar with the
idea of space travel and alien visitors, however, we find the
extraterrestrial hypothesis an easy way of accounting for our
observations--even if we have not previously prescribed to it.
In short, from a sociological point of view, belief in flying
saucers is apparently becoming a well-established part of
U.S. culture. If things continue as they have for the past
twenty years, future social scientists may no longer ask why
people believe in flying saucers, but rather why they do not.

Social Interaction Which Supports a Belief in Flying Saucers

Not only do people learn cultural meanings, but also
they maintain and transform those meanings. Face-to-face
interaction both supports and modifies the subjective realities
of the participants. In Berger's (1963, pl118) words, reality
is socially constructed. Setting aside the question of whether
or not flying saucers are an objective reality, they are at
least subjective realities for many people. How have these
subjective realities emerged?

The process by which people conclude a UFO is an
alien spaceship can be described as a type of collective be-
havior similar to the transmission of rumors. A rumor is
defined as a recurrent form of communication through which
people caught together in an ambiguous situation attempt to
construct a meaningful interpretation of it by pooling their in-
tellectual resources (Shibutani 1966, p17). A rumor is not
so much the dissemination of a message as the process of
forming a definition of the situation. In this case, the situa-
tion to be defined is a UFO sighting. People must decide
what happened: Was something truly strange observed and if
so what might it have been?
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The social-science literature on rumor shows a num-
ber of factors that seem to be important in the emergence of
beliefs. First, the people involved must perceive a situation
as mysterious and significant. According to Allport and Post-
man (1947, p33) the basic law of rumor transmission states
that the amount of rumor in circulation will vary with the
importance of the subject to the individuals concerned multi-
plied by the ambiguity of the evidence pertaining to the sub-
ject. If either importance or ambiguity are absent, rumors
will not be constructed. Both are present in the case of UFO
sightings. Considering how little most people know about as-
tronomy and perceptual psychology, they frequently see things
which they cannot identify. Their eyewitness reports suffer
from the uncertainties and inaccuracies that plague all such
reports. While some people may consider it important to
make contact with extraterrestrials in order to insure peace-
ful and mutually beneficial relations, others may be fearful.
After all, some witnesses report being kidnapped and phys-
ically examined.

A second factor crucial in contagion (i.e., the trans-
mittability of rumor) is the lack of a satisfactory (or, con-
vincing) explanation by experts as to the real nature of the
phenomenon or event. In the case of UFO sightings, the ex-
perts are often considered to be natural and social scientists
or public officials who might be able to identify the UFO cor-
rectly. But people rarely have access to such experts; most
people do not attempt to report their observations to any offi-
cial agency (Lee 1969, p226). If they do, they may have dif-
ficulty finding one willing to listen. The Air Force no longer
investigates UFOs. Local police departments may be unin-
terested, sometimes assuming that anyone who sees a UFO
must be drunk. Although organizations like APRO, CUFOS,
NICAP, and MUFON* would be interested, they do not have
phone numbers in most telephone books. In rare cases UFO
sighters may have their reports investigated by experts, but
in most instances they have only other lay people to help
them interpret their experiences.

In the absence of official explanations, people begin to
improvise their own. Except under intense excitement, these
explanations are limited by considerations of plausibility, and

*Aerial Phenomena Research Organization; Center for UFO
Studies; National Investigations Committee on Aerial Phenom-
ena; Mutual UFO Network.
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what is perceived as plausible depends upon what is previ-
ously taken for granted. In other words, the social construc-
tion of reality is generally circumscribed by the culture of
the group (Shibutani 1966, pl128). Not only do many aspects
of our taken-for-granted world support a belief in flying
saucers, as discussed, but our trust in the media also sup-
ports this belief. Of the 95 people questioned in 1975 as
part of the exploratory research reported in this chapter, 84
per cent had seen television news coverage of UFO reports,
while 67 per cent had read books or articles about UFOs.

Of those who had been exposed to information about UFOs,

91 per cent considered the television coverage essentially
factual and accurate, and 83 per cent made the same evalua-
tion of their reading. In the 170-person 1976 sample, 68
per cent had read about UFOs, with the vast majority of these
68 per cent considering the material factual and accurate.
Although only 31 per cent could remember titles of what they
had read, almost all of them (94 per cent) had read material
which espoused the extraterrestrial hypothesis as an explana-
tion of UFOs.

People construct explanations of unusual events through
the conversations they have with each other. We depend upon
each other for help in placing anomalous experiences in their
proper perspective. Thus, an interpretation of a UFO as a
flying saucer is not so much an individual decision as a col-
lective one made through the collaboration of many people.

In general, the more people who support a particular inter-
pretation, the more compelling the interpretation, although

not all people's opinions have equal weight. The contribution
made by each person varies with his or her involvement in
the situation and his or her relationship with the other partici-
pants. Whether or not we accept ideas or information from
other people depends upon our evaluation of their trustworthi-
ness and competence. Especially trustworthy in our eyes and
therefore especially influential are significant others, people
with whom we interact most frequently and with whom we

have important emotional relationships. In the 1975 sample,
64 per cent of the 56 people who had friends who believed in
flying saucers also believed, while 59 per cent of the 39 peo-
ple who either had friends who did not believe or did not
know their friends' opinions did not themselves believe in fly-
ing saucers. In the 1976 sample, 56 per cent of the 82 peo-
ple who had friends who believed that the earth was being
visited by extraterrestrials believed the same thing, but 63
per cent of the 87 people who either did not know their friends'
opinions or had nonbelieving friends were nonbelievers.
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Other potentially influential people are ones whom we
consider to be experts or insiders, people whose competence
we do not question. Someone who claims to have seen a
UFO or to be closely acquainted with a sighter may do much
to shape our interpretation of UFOs. Of all the people with
inside information, the most influential may be UFO investi-
gators from organizations such as APRO, CUFOS, NICAP,
and MUFON, to mention but a few. However careful these
investigators are to behave in a neutral fashion, their very
presence lends credence to the reality of a flying saucer
sighting. People may conclude there must be something to

the stories going around, if they know those stories are being
investigated seriously.

Even though people are not significant others nor in-
siders, under certain circumstances they may have great in-
fluence on an individual's interpretation of a UFO sighting.
Not only are people especially sensitive to the opinions of
others when the objective reality of a situation is in dispute
(Sherif & Harvey 1952); but also people can be swayed when
the objective reality is quite clear, provided they are con-
fronted with a sufficiently large number of people who are

unanimous in their views (Asch 1965). As Shibutani (1966)
states:

Mere reiteration may lead some of the doubtful to
reconsider, for hearing the same report from sev-
eral sources tends to weaken skepticism. Unless
one has built up special resistance, knowledge that
others are taking an account seriously makes it
difficult to dismiss [pp140-1].

Whomever we talk to, the words we use will shape
our beliefs. A number of UFO researchers have pointed out
the inherent biases in the terms unidentified flying object and
flying saucer (Price-Williams 1972, p224). Nonetheless these
phrases are used, and they no doubt direct thinking along cer-
tain lines and not others. Research by Loftus and her as-
sociates (1974, 1975) indicates how crucial such words can
be in constructing a witness's memory of an event. They
find that two kinds of information go into an individual's mem-
ory of a complex occurrence. The first is information
gleaned during the perception of the original event, while the
second is external information supplied after the fact. Over
time, information from these two sources becomes integrated
in such a way that the source of any specific detail cannot
be identified reliably. All we have is one memory. Thus,
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Loftus finds that not only does the phrasing of a question

about an event affect a witness's perception of the event short-
ly after it has occurred, but also the phrasing has altered

the witness's memory of the event a week later. Applying
this finding to UFO sightings, loaded questions from friends
and acquaintances may alter a witness's memory of his or

her observations. If people ask, did you see a flying saucer?,
a witness may reconstruct a memory with the appropriate de-

tails.

Once people begin to subscribe to a particular inter-
pretation of UFOs, they seek supporting evidence in the past
and the present (Shibutani 1966, p84). Previously dismissed
as insignificant, temporarily forgotten events are recalled and
reinterpreted in terms of the current theory (Berger 1963,
Kitsuse 1964). This reconstruction of the past is exempli-
fied by cases of UFO witnesses who do not report their ob-
servations until they read or hear about the observations of
others. Investigators may find it impossible to tell if these
witnesses actually saw a cylinder-shaped object with flashing
red lights or simply saw something which they later inter-
preted to be a cylinder-shaped object with flashing red lights.
These witnesses are not lying; like all people, their original
observations and their subsequent interpretations of it become
inseparable parts of their memories.

People reconstruct not only the past in terms of their
current theories but also the present. Sensitized to occur-
rences we believe are relevant to testing our hunches, we
may misinterpret current events that are really quite unre-
lated to our developing orientation (Shibutani 1966, p84).
Aware that people have reported saucer-like objects in the
area, we may make a similar interpretation of a stimulus
we would ordinarily ignore. The mass media play an im-
portant role in making interpretations current and thus play
an important role in this classic sort of contagion. Research
by Johnson (1969) and Medalia and Larsen (1969) as well as
the exploratory research discussed in this chapter, shows that
newspapers do a great deal to promote socially constructed
realities such as phantom anesthetists, windshield pitting, and
flying saucers.

Implications for the Investigation of UFO Sightings

Because UFO reports are eyewitness reports, they are
not identical with objective reality. This lack of one-to-one



Phillis Fox 33

correspondence between a stimulus and its report can be ex-
plained in a number of ways. Some of the chapters in this
book advance explanations in terms of the limitations of the
human senses. Other works attempt to account for UFO re-
ports in terms of the personal characteristics or alienated
gocial positions of the sighters.

The explanation presented in this chapter (of the taken-
for-granted world and the social construction of reality) has
implications for the investigation of UFO sightings, suggesting
data which should be gathered to assess the extent to which
social and cultural factors have influenced the interpretation
of a particular UFO report. Following is a list of the vari-
ables which, at this stage of the author's research, seem to
be the best predictors of belief in flying saucers. Because
it has yet to be tested using a representative sample, this
list of variables is tentative. Note that the variables do not
predict who will see a UFO; the author's research indicates
that anyone can. Not all sighters interpret UFOs as alien
spaceships, however, nor do all who merely hear about UFOs.
Presumably the process of interpreting UFOs is similar for
both witnesses and non-witnesses, although this assumption
has not been examined empirically, because of the small
number of sighters in the exploratory samples. This process
of interpretation, particularly its social and cultural dimen-
sions, should be the topic of further research.

Collecting Data on Cultural Factors

Some aspects of American culture make the presence
of extraterrestrial visitors very plausible. To the extent in-
dividuals have internalized these aspects, they are predis-
posed to believe in flying saucers and thus predisposed to in-
terpret UFOs as flying saucers. Whether or not individuals
actually make such an interpretation depends upon their so-
cial situation (these variables are covered under the next sub-
heading).

In the author's exploratory research, belief in flying
saucers was measured by the checked-off answers to the
multiple-choice question, 'What do you think unidentified fly-
ing objects really are? (Circle as many as apply.) A hoaxes;
B visitors from outer space; C secret military projects; D
natural events and objects such as airplanes, meteors, and
weather balloons; E other (please state).” People who indi-
cated that at least some UFOs are visitors from outer space



Table 1. CULTURAL PREDICTORS OF BELIEF IN FLYING SAUCERS

Ability to Predict
Independent Variable and Operational Definition Belief in Flying Saucers*

Belief in intelligent extraterrestrial life, as measured by:
Agreement with the statement that there are intelligent life forms

on other planets in the universe .56

Attitude towards space travel, as measured by:

The extent to which the U.S. program is perceived as worthwhile .05

Exposure to science-fiction movies on space travel .14

Exposure to science-fiction literature on space travel .10
Knowledge of astronomy, as measured by:

Subjective measurement of amount of astronomical knowledge .07
Membership in a relevant subculture, as measured by:

Religion (Catholic, Protestant, nonbeliever, other) .21

Number of nontraditional areas in which respondent has read
(transcendental meditation, yoga, health food or vegetarian
diets, reincarnation, Bermuda triangle, ESP, the supernatural,
Eastern philosophies or religion) .12

¥The measures of association reported here are all asymmetrical versions of Guttman's coefficient of
predictability, a statistic designed for use on nominal level data. This measure of association ranges
in value from 0 to +1.00 and is interpreted as the proportionate reduction of error in guessing the de-
pendent variable as a result of taking into account the independent variable. For example, the first
statistic in the table is .56. It means that 56 per cent of our errors in guessing beliefs about flying
saucers are eliminated if we take into account belief in the existence of intelligent life elsewhere.
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were classified as believing in flying saucers, whi{e all othe.rs
were considered nonbelievers. Table 1 su.mmanze's.tpe in-
dependent, cultural variables, their operational definitions,

and their ability to predict belief in flying saucers as meas-
ured by the asymmetrical version of Guttman's coefficient of

predictability.

One aspect of United States culture which supports a
pelief in flying saucers is belief in the existence of intelligent
life elsewhere in the universe. Table 1 shows that, of all
the cultural, independent variables, it was the best predictor
of belief in flying saucers.

A second important aspect of the taken-for-granted
world of most Americans is the belief in the feasibility and
desirability of space travel. Belief in the feasibility of space
travel was measured indirectly by assessing whether or not
respondents had seen movies or read science fiction on the
topic. As Table 1 shows, neither of these two indirect meas-
ures was a good predictor of belief in flying saucers. Al-
though perhaps they could be improved by asking additional
questions to assess how much science fiction respondents had
read or how much they enjoyed science fiction, these meas-
ures suffer from conceptual difficulties because an interest
in science fiction about space travel does not clearly precede
belief in flying saucers. For example, in the 1975 sample,

a belief in flying saucers was a slightly better predictor of
exposure to science fiction about space travel than the other
way around. A better way of measuring belief in the feasi-
bility of space travel is with direct questions which ask re-
spondents to agree or disagree with statements such as, ''One
day it will be easy for us to travel to the stars.' The de-
sirability of space travel was measured by asking people how
worthwhile they considered the United States space program.
Probably too general in nature, this question was a poor pre-
dictor of beliefs in flying saucers and might have been im-
proved if it asked specifically about the manned spaceflight
aspects of the U.S. space program in distinction to unmanned
missions. For instance, respondents might be asked the ex-
tent to which they agreed or disagreed with the statement,

""The exploration of space by manned spaceflight is a worth-
while goal. "

The third aspect of the American world view which
Supports a belief in flying saucers is the widespread lack of
information about astronomy and perceptual psychology. When
confronted with strange things in the sky, most people cannot
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use the principles of astronomy and perceptual psychology to
account for what they see. Knowledge of astronomy was
measured by asking people to assess their own knowledge but
the variable was not a good predictor of belief in flying sau-
cers as shown by Table 1. The low predictive power of
knowledge of astronomy may mean that people's beliefs are
unrelated to their knowledge, or it may simply be the result
of a poorly-worded question. Better questions might be ones
about knowledge of specific astronomical phenomena and op-
tical illusions that could be mistaken for spaceships. For
example, respondents could be asked to disagree or agree
with the statement. 'It is very difficult to judge the speed
of a bright light moving against a dark background.' Just
how much an individual knows about these potential sources
of error is especially important if that individual has seen
something he or she considers to be a flying saucer. We
want to be able to determine if the witness has sufficient
knowledge to fit the stimulus into an explanation other than
an extraterrestrial one.

The fourth aspect of the American world view is our
acceptance of change in both our personal and our scientific
belief systems. Because they were not considered relevant
at the time, neither type of acceptance was measured in the
exploratory research, and thus neither is listed in Table 1.
However, respondents should be asked the extent to which
they agree or disagree with statements such as:

It is perfectly reasonable for someone to convert from
one religion to another.

Only someone who was crazy would completely change
his or her philosophy of life.

Scientists know all there is to know about the nature of
the universe.

When and if we explore outer space, we will discover
things we never dreamed of.

The fifth aspect of the American world view which may
affect beliefs about UFOs is membership in religious subcul-
tures. For a variety of reasons, fundamentalist denominations
tend not to interpret UFOs as alien spaceships, while occult
philosophies tend to accept extraterrestrial visitors as proven
facts. As Table 1 shows, religious denomination predicted
belief in flying saucers to some extent; not shown is that
Protestants tended toward such beliefs the least. Because
many subjects simply identified themselves as Protestants,
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they could not be classified as fundamentalist or not. How-
ever, given the fact that the sample was selected from an
agricultural area, it could be expected to be conservative in
terms of religion. Future research should seek the specific
denomination to which a respondent belongs. Interest in the
metaphysical subculture was measured by the number of non-
traditional areas in which a respondent had read (see Table),
which turned out not to be a very good predictor of belief in
flying saucers. A better measure might be one which as-
sesses the depth, and breadth, of interest in those areas, and
inquires about attendance at UFO lectures and workshops.

Suggestions for Collecting Data on Social Factors

The process by which people collectively arrive at be-
liefs about the nature of UFOs is conceptualized as being sim-
ilar to the process of rumor transmission discussed above;
both may be considered attempts to define an ambiguous sit-
uation. There are three social conditions crucial to the
transmission of rumor and each can be measured. To the
extent these conditions pertain, social interaction is likely to
produce belief in flying saucers.

One condition crucial to rumor transmission is the
perceived nature of the stimulus: it must be both ambiguous
and important. Although ambiguity was not measured in the
exploratory research, it could be measured by asking re-
spondents to agree or disagree with statements such as those
used by Lee (1969):

The government has done a good job of examining
UFO reports.
There is no government secrecy about UFOs.

UFO reports have not been taken seriously by any
government agency.

No airline pilots have seen UFOs.

No authentic photographs have ever been taken of
UFOs.

Some UFO reports have come from astronomers.

Some UFOs have landed and left marks on the
ground [p222].

In addition to being uncertain about the nature of UFO evidence,
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people also must perceive UFOs as important. Their opin-
ions can be ascertained by asking them to agree or disagree

with statements such as:

The government should spend more money than
it does now to study UFOs.

Whatever they really are, UFOs are unimportant
and can safely be ignored.

Although these statements are phrased so that any believer
or nonbeliever can answer them, they could be reworded to
apply to the specific UFO sighting under investigation,

The second factor conducive to the spread of rumors
is the lack of any convincing, official explanations. From
the standpoint of formulating a research methodology, then,
local newspapers, television shows, and radio programs
should be examined to see if they present statements by the
experts. Residents should be asked if they are familiar with
the official explanation of the sighting and if they believe it
to be correct.

Of course, in the absence of official explanations, peo-
ple tend to improvise their own, attempting through their con-
versations with each other to place an unusual event in its
proper context. Thus, supportive social interaction is the
third condition crucial to producing the conclusion that a UFO

is a flying saucer.

As described in Table 2, the exploratory research
asked each respondent to estimate approximately the number
of their friends who believe in flying saucers and to state
whether or not any of their friends have seen a UFO. The
latter question was a poor predictor of the respondent's be-
lief because only a very small proportion of respondents had
friends who had seen UFOs. The number of friends who be-
lieved in flying saucers was also a weak predictor, but its
power might be improved by assessing more precisely the
closeness of the friends and the intensity of their interests.
For example, people could be asked how many of their close
friends and family believed in flying saucers, as well as how
many of their casual acquaintances believed. Also they should
be asked if any of their friends and acquaintances are deeply
interested in flying saucers and if they discuss flying saucers
frequently, When investigating particular sightings, much
more specific data on who talked to whom, what was said,
and the viewpoint of each person involved should be collected.
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Table 2. SOCIAL PREDICTORS OF BELIEF IN FLYING

SAUCERS
Independent Variable and Ability to Predict
Operational Definition Belief in Flying Saucers*

Social support from significant others,
as measured by:
Number of friends who believe in
flying saucers .16, .13%
Friends' sightings of UFOs 0
Currency of particular beliefs, as
measured by:
Exposure to television news cover-
age of UFO reports .07
Perceived accuracy of television
coverage 0
Reading of books and articles on
UFOs .26, .12
Perceived accuracy of reading .23, .28

¥See note to Table 1, on page 34.

tWhen a question appeared in both the 1975 and 1976 ques-
tionnaires, two measures of association were computed, one
for each sample.

Ideally, conversations in which agreement emerges over the
interpretation of a UFO should be audited in person.

Table 2 also shows that the first two measures were
poor predictors of belief in flying saucers simply because
the vast majority of respondents watched television news and
considered it accurate. Reading and perceived accuracy of
the reading material were considerably better predictors.
Although one sample was also asked to list the titles of ma-
terial which they considered good, 70 per cent of the 170
respondents either could not recall what they had read or
gave titles so incomplete that the works could not be identi-
fied. These general questions can be reworded so that they
inquire about knowledge of the details of a particular UFO

sighting.
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