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The Relationship Between Paranormal
Beliefs, Personality, Creativity, and Death

Anxiety: An Interfaculty Comparison
Abstract

This study aimed to evaluate the levels of paranormal beliefs among
university students in relation to personality traits, death anxiety, and
creativity, and to examine how these beliefs differ between students
from different academic disciplines, namely Medicine and Theology. A
total of 200 students aged 18-30 years (100 from the Faculty of
Medicine and 100 from the Faculty of Theology) at Erciyes University
were included. Participants completed the Paranormal Belief Scale, the
short form of the Eysenck Personality Questionnaire, the Controlled
Word Association Test, and the Death Anxiety Scale. Data were
analyzed using SPSS 26.0 through group comparisons and correlation
analyses. The findings revealed that medical students had significantly
higher paranormal belief scores than theology students (p<0.001).
Among medical students, both age and year of study were positively
associated with higher levels of paranormal beliefs, while theology
students achieved higher scores on the verbal association test. A
positive correlation was also observed between death anxiety and both
neuroticism and psychoticism. Overall, the results indicate that
paranormal beliefs are closely associated with individuals’ education,
personality traits, and cognitive processes. The educational content
offered by different academic disciplines may shape students’
approaches toward irrational beliefs. Future research with larger and
more diverse samples is needed to further elucidate these
relationships.

Keywords: Creativity, medical education, paranormal beliefs,

theology.
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Paranormal inanc¢larin Kisilik, Yaraticilik ve Oliim
Kaygisiyla iliskisi: Fakiiltelerarasi Bir

Karsilagtirma
0z
Bu ¢alisma, iiniversite 6grencilerinin paranormal inan¢ diizeylerini
kisilik ozellikleri, o6lim Kkaygisi ve yaraticilikla iliskilendirerek
degerlendirmeyi ve farkh akademik disiplinlerde (Tip ve ilahiyat)
egitim alan Ogrenciler arasinda bu inanclarin nasil farklilastigini
incelemeyi amaglamaktadir. Calismaya Erciyes Universitesi Tip ve
Ilahiyat Fakiiltelerinde 6grenim géren 18-30 yas arahiginda toplam 200
ogrenci (100 Tip, 100 ilahiyat) dahil edilmistir. Katihmcilara
Paranormal Inan¢ Olcegi, Eysenck Kisilik Anketi'nin kisa formu,
Kontrollii Kelime Cagrisim Testi ve Oliim Kaygis1 Olgegi uygulanmus;
elde edilen veriler SPSS 26.0 programi ile analiz edilerek grup
karsilastirmalar1 ve korelasyon analizleri yapilmistir. Bulgular, Tip
Fakiiltesi 6grencilerinin paranormal inan¢ puanlarinin {lahiyat
Fakiiltesi 68rencilerine kiyasla anlamli diizeyde daha ytliksek oldugunu
gostermistir (p<0.001). Ayrica tip 6grencilerinde yas ve 6grenim yili
arttikca  paranormal inan¢ puanlarinin  yiikseldigi, ilahiyat
ogrencilerinin ise s6zel cagrisim testinde daha yiiksek puan aldigi
belirlenmistir. Oliim kaygisi ile norotisizm ve psikotisizm arasinda
pozitif korelasyon bulunmustur. Sonuglar, paranormal inanglarin
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bireyin egitimi, kisilik 6zellikleri ve bilissel siire¢leriyle yakindan iliskili oldugunu ortaya koymaktadir.
Akademik disiplinlerin sundugu farkli egitim igerikleri 6grencilerin irrasyonel inanclara yonelik
yaklasimlarini sekillendirebilir. Daha genis ve cesitli érneklemlerle yapilacak ileri ¢alismalar, bu iliskilerin
daha kapsamli bicimde anlasilmasina katki saglayacaktir.

Anahtar kelimeler: Yaraticilik, tip egitimi, paranormal inanglar, ilahiyat.

% 3 %

Introduction

The term paranormal belief refers to phenomena that lie beyond human comprehension and the
explanatory scope of science, without established cause-effect relationships.! Such beliefs include concepts
such as ghosts, rituals, astrology, telepathy, and precognition.? In Muslim societies, religious concepts such
as God, angels, jinn, the afterlife, and the evil eye are also considered within the scope of paranormal beliefs.3

Although researchers have used different definitions and instruments to measure paranormal
beliefs, studies have shown that approximately 50% of individuals endorse at least one paranormal belief
and that most believe they have experienced a genuine paranormal event.#> Despite scientific and
technological advances, these beliefs persist. This persistence has been attributed to limited understanding
of scientific processes and the tendency to adopt supernatural explanations in situations of uncertainty.6?
Individual differences in cognitive and perceptual systems may further increase susceptibility to
paranormal beliefs.58

Individuals with paranormal beliefs have been associated with cognitive biases, including decision-
making errors, misinterpretation of coincidences, and reliance on intuitive rather than analytical
thinking.%10 Religious beliefs also play a significant role in shaping such beliefs, and paranormal beliefs
embedded within religious frameworks may be more readily accepted.1011 Paranormal beliefs are further
thought to reduce death-related anxiety by fostering belief in an afterlife.12 However, findings regarding the
relationship between religiosity and paranormal belief are inconsistent, with studies reporting both
positive and negative associations.!314 Additionally, paranormal beliefs have been observed even among
atheists, highlighting the complexity of this relationship.1s

Some studies suggest that education is associated with lower levels of paranormal beliefs.1617 This
may be due to the development of critical thinking and analytical skills through higher education. Levels of
paranormal belief have also been shown to differ across academic disciplines, with students in fields
emphasizing critical thinking, such as Medicine and Psychology, reporting lower levels compared to those
in Education or Theology.8 These findings indicate that educational environments may shape individuals’
attitudes toward unscientific beliefs.

Paranormal beliefs have been suggested to function as a coping mechanism for death anxiety by
providing explanations for uncertainty and beliefs in an afterlife.1920 However, findings are inconsistent, as
some studies report higher levels of death anxiety among individuals with stronger paranormal beliefs.21
Overall, the relationship between paranormal beliefs and death anxiety remains unclear.

Creativity has also been associated with paranormal belief. Studies suggest that individuals with
stronger paranormal or magical thinking tend to generate more original and distant associations in word-
based tasks.22-24 In this context, the present study aimed to examine the relationship between creativity and
paranormal beliefs.

Moreover, the relationship between paranormal and religious beliefs with personality traits has
been a debated issue in the literature. Early personality studies using Eysenck’s three-dimensional model
reported that individuals with higher paranormal belief scores were more extroverted, without significant
differences in neuroticism or psychoticism.25 Another study, however, found that individuals high in both
extraversion and neuroticism also reported higher paranormal belief scores.26

Therefore, the present study aimed to examine the relationships between paranormal beliefs and
personality traits, creativity, and death anxiety, and to compare these variables across students from two
distinct academic disciplines, namely Medicine and Theology. By integrating psychological, cognitive, and
educational variables within a single framework, this study contributes to the literature by providing a more
comprehensive understanding of the factors associated with paranormal beliefs. In addition, the
interfaculty comparison offers insight into how different educational environments may shape individuals’
tendencies toward such beliefs.

In light of the literature and the aims of the present study, the following hypotheses were
formulated:
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Hypothesis 1: Medical students will report higher levels of paranormal beliefs compared to theology
students.

Hypothesis 2: Higher levels of paranormal belief will be positively associated with (a) age, (b) year of study,
and (c) gender.

Hypothesis 3: Death anxiety will be positively correlated with (a) neuroticism and (b) psychoticism.
Hypothesis 4: Paranormal beliefs will be negatively associated with creativity, as measured by the Controlled
Word Association Test.

Materials and Methods

Participants

This study included a total of 200 undergraduate students, aged between 18 and 30 years, enrolled
at Erciyes University. Among them, 100 participants were students from the Faculty of Medicine and 100
were from the Faculty of Theology. The rationale for selecting students from these two faculties was to
evaluate the potential impact of differences in educational curricula on levels of paranormal belief. While
students in the Faculty of Theology receive training predominantly focused on religious knowledge and
metaphysical issues, students in the Faculty of Medicine are primarily educated in scientific methodology,
analytical reasoning, and evidence-based practices. The study thus aimed to assess how these contrasting
educational environments influence students’ endorsement of paranormal beliefs.

Participants were included on a voluntary basis. Individuals with known psychiatric, neurological,
metabolic, or endocrine disorders were excluded based on self-report. However, no structured psychiatric
interview was conducted.

Sociodemographic data were collected from all participants who consented to take part in the
study. In addition, the following standardized instruments were administered: the Paranormal Belief Scale,
the Revised Short Form of the Eysenck Personality Questionnaire, the Controlled Word Association Test,
and Templer’s Death Anxiety Scale. All measures were self-reported and completed by the students.

The study was approved by the Ethics Committee of Erciyes University Faculty of Medicine, with
decision number 2024/218. The research was conducted in accordance with the principles of the
Declaration of Helsinki, and informed consent was obtained from all participants.

Paranormal Belief Scale

To assess paranormal beliefs, the Paranormal Belief Scale originally developed by Tobacyk, whose
validity has been established internationally, was employed.?” The scale has been widely used across
different cultures and languages through various adaptations. The Turkish version of the scale was
validated and standardized for use in Turkey by Arslan in 2010.28 During the adaptation process, the items
were translated into Turkish, and necessary cultural modifications were made. In the present study, this
Turkish version was administered. Participants’ responses to the scale items were evaluated to determine
their individual levels of paranormal belief. The instrument consists of 27 items scored on a five-point Likert
scale, ranging from “Strongly Agree” (5) to “Strongly Disagree” (1). The total score ranges from 27 to 135.3

Revised Short Form of the Eysenck Personality Questionnaire

In this study, personality traits were assessed using the short form of the Eysenck Personality
Questionnaire, developed by Francis, Brown, and Philipchalk and widely used in the field.28 This instrument
consists of 24 items and examines personality structure across three core dimensions: extraversion,
neuroticism, and psychoticism. In addition, the questionnaire includes a lie subscale designed to reduce
response bias and to check for the validity of participants’ answers. Scores for each personality dimension
range from O to 6, reflecting the extent to which the respective trait is dominant in the individual. The
Turkish adaptation and validation of the scale were conducted by Karanci, Dirik, and Yorulmaz in 2007.2°
In the present study, this Turkish version was administered.

Controlled Word Association Test

The Controlled Word Association Test (COWAT), originally developed by Benton and colleagues,
has established normative values across different age groups and educational levels.3? The test is designed
to evaluate individuals’ thought organization, behavioral persistence, attention and concentration capacity,
as well as verbal functions and language skills. During administration, participants are asked to generate as
many words as possible within one minute, starting with designated letters, while avoiding proper nouns
and derivatives of the same root. This procedure is repeated separately for three different letters, and the
total number of words generated is used as the performance score. In the Turkish standardization of the
test, the letters K, A, and S were used instead of the F, A, and S employed in the original English version.3! In
the present study, this Turkish adaptation protocol was implemented.
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Death Anxiety Scale

The Death Anxiety Scale, developed by Templer in 1970, is employed to assess individuals’ levels
of anxiety concerning the phenomenon of death. The scale consists of 15 items and utilizes a dichotomous
True-False response format. True responses are scored as 1 point and False responses as 0 points, yielding
a total score ranging from O to 15. Higher scores are interpreted as reflecting higher levels of death anxiety.
The mean score has been established as 7, with individuals scoring above this threshold considered to
exhibit clinically relevant death anxiety. The Turkish adaptation of the scale was carried out by Senol,32 and
its validity and reliability studies were conducted by Ak¢a and Kose.33 In the present study, this Turkish
version was administered.

Procedure

All participants were informed about the aims and procedures of the study prior to data collection,
and written informed consent was obtained. Data were collected in classroom settings during scheduled
sessions under the supervision of the researchers. After completing a brief sociodemographic form,
participants were instructed to respond to the standardized instruments in the following order: the
Paranormal Belief Scale, the Revised Short Form of the Eysenck Personality Questionnaire, the Controlled
Word Association Test, and the Death Anxiety Scale. The administration of the measures took
approximately 25-30 minutes for each participant.

Statistical Analysis

The data obtained in this study were analyzed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences
(SPSS), version 26.0. The normality of distribution for continuous variables was assessed using the
Kolmogorov-Smirnov test and visual inspection methods. All continuous variables distributed normally.
Independent-samples t-tests were employed, group comparisons adjusted for age were performed using
analysis of covariance (ANCOVA). Correlation analyses were performed using the Pearson correlation test
(r). Gender was coded as a binary variable (1=female, 2=male) and included in the Pearson partial
correlation analyses. Data are presented in tables as “mean+standard deviation” for continuous variables
and “frequency (percentage)” for categorical variables. A p-value of<0.05 was considered statistically
significant.

Results

The study sample consisted of 49 female and 51 male students from the Faculty of Medicine, and
56 female and 44 male students from the Faculty of Theology. The mean age of the participants was 22.22
+ 2.30 years for medical students and 22.39 * 1.87 years for theology students. No significant differences
were observed between the two groups in terms of sociodemographic variables. Similarly, no significant
differences were found between the groups regarding smoking status (p=.462) or the average number of
cigarettes smoked per day (p=.168). The sociodemographic characteristics of the participants are
summarized in Table 1.

Table 1. Comparison of sociodemographic characteristics between groups.

Variables Faculty of Medicine (n =100)  Faculty of Theology (n=100) Comparison

Age (mean * SD) 22.22+2.30 22.39+1.87 t=-0.575p=0566
Gender distribution 49/51 56/44 x?=0.982; p=0322
(Female /Male)*

Academic year*

1styear 16 15 -

2nd year 11 23 -

3rd year 7 21 -

4th year 13 41 -

5thyear 33 - -

6th year 20 - -

Psychiatric illness None

Physical illness (Yes/No) 7/93 8/92 x?=0.72;p=0.788
Smoking (Yes/No) 16/84 20/80 x2=0.542; p = 0.462

* Since the sample size was 100 in both groups, values also indicate frequencies.

Comparison of Scale Scores

Paranormal belief levels among medical students were found to be significantly higher compared
to theology students (F=30.781; p<.001). No significant differences were observed between the two groups
in terms of the total score on the Death Anxiety Scale (p=.938) or the subscale scores of the Eysenck
Personality Questionnaire, including the lie scale (p=.061), extraversion (p=.107), neuroticism (p=.210),
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and psychoticism (p=.289). In contrast, theology students obtained higher total scores on the Controlled
Word Association Test compared with medical students (p=.003) (Table 2).

Table 2. Comparison of scale scores between groups.

Variables Faculty of Medicine (n = 100) Faculty of Theology (n=100)  Comparison
Paranormal Belief Scale 75.45 +13.21 66.99 + 8.28 F=30.781; p< 0.0013>
(Total)

Death Anxiety Scale (Total) 58.95+12.80 59.09 + 12.74 t=-0.078; p=0.938
Eysenck Personality

Questionnaire

Lie subscale 3.14 £ 1.63 2.72+1.53 t=1.884; p=0.061
Extraversion 3.07 £1.16 3.32+1.02 t=-1.618; p =0.107
Neuroticism 3.30+1.39 3.04+£1.53 t=1.258;p=0.210
Psychoticism 2.88+0.96 2.74 £ 091 t=1.063; p=0.289
Controlled Word Association

Test

K subtest 9.83 +3.13 10.97 + 3.25 t=-2.529; p=0.012°
A subtest 6.35+2.35 6.60 +2.43 t=-0.740; p = 0.460
S subtest 6.87 £ 2.50 8.03+2.78 t=-3.104; p = 0.002°
Total score 23.05+5.84 25.60 £ 6.11 t=-3.019; p = 0.003°

@ Adjusted for age and gender.
* Higher among medical students.
¢ Higher among theology students.

Correlation Analyses

Correlation Analyses Among Medical Students
A positive correlation was found between age and the total score of the Paranormal Belief Scale (r=0.347;
p<.001). Similarly, there was a positive correlation between the academic year and the Paranormal Belief
Scale total score (r=0.354; p<.001). Paranormal belief scores were significantly higher in males compared
to females (r=0.271; p=.006). Moreover, positive correlations were observed between the Death Anxiety
Scale total score and both the neuroticism score (r=0.299; p=.003) and psychoticism score (r=0.277;
p=.005) of the Eysenck Personality Questionnaire.

Correlation Analyses Among Theology Students

No significant correlations were identified between age or academic year and Paranormal Belief
Scale scores. However, the Death Anxiety Scale total score was positively correlated with the psychoticism
subscale of the Eysenck Personality Questionnaire (r=0.202; p=.043).

Correlation Analyses in the Overall Sample

Across the entire sample, age was positively correlated with Paranormal Belief Scale scores
(r=0.205; p=.004). Paranormal belief scores were significantly higher in males compared to females
(r=0.224; p=.001) and lower among theology students compared to medical students (r=-0.360; p<.001).
Positive correlations were also found between the Death Anxiety Scale total score and the neuroticism
(r=0.150; p=.034) and psychoticism (r=0.240; p=.001) subscales of the Eysenck Personality Questionnaire.
Additionally, both the K subtest score and the total score of the Controlled Word Association Test were
significantly lower in males compared to females (r=-0.165; p=.020 and r=-0.168; p=.018, respectively).
Finally, higher paranormal belief scores were associated with a tendency toward lower total scores on the
Controlled Word Association Test (r=-0.191; p<.001) (Table 3).

Tablo.3. Correlation analysis by direction

Correlation coefficient (r) p-value
Age - Paranormal Beliefs (Faculty of Medicine) 0.347 <0.001
Gender - Paranormal Beliefs (Faculty of Medicine) 0.271 0.006
Death Anxiety - Psychoticism (Faculty of Medicine) 0.277 0.005
Death Anxiety - Psychoticism (Faculty of Theology) 0.202 0.043
Age - Paranormal Beliefs (General) 0.205 0.004
Gender - Paranormal Beliefs (General) 0.224 0.001
Faculty - Paranormal Beliefs (General) -0.360 <0.001
Death Anxiety - Psychoticism (General) 0.24 0.001
Paranormal Beliefs - Word Association Test (General) -0.191 <0.001

Note: r = Pearson correlation coefficient; p < 0.05 considered statistically significant.

Discussion

Paranormal beliefs have persisted throughout history and have been present across all cultures.
With the advancement of science and technology, it was assumed that the prevalence of such cultural beliefs
would decline. However, studies investigating this issue indicate that the influence of paranormal beliefs
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continues to manifest in individuals’ daily lives and still occupies a significant place in human existence. In
this study, the relationships between paranormal beliefs and sociodemographic variables such as age,
gender, and education, as well as personality traits, were evaluated.

When the relationship between paranormal beliefs and education is considered, previous research
involving participants from various educational levels has reported that paranormal beliefs are less
prevalent among more educated individuals.1634 Moreover, studies conducted in Western countries have
demonstrated significant differences in paranormal belief levels across academic disciplines. For instance,
research among university students has revealed that medical and psychology students scored significantly
lower on paranormal belief measures compared to students in education, theology, or the arts.1635 Similarly,
a study conducted in Turkey in 2024 found that students enrolled in Islamic studies reported higher levels
of paranormal belief, whereas medical students exhibited lower levels.3¢ Conversely, another study
examining education levels and paranormal beliefs concluded that participants with postgraduate
education displayed higher levels of paranormal belief.37

In the present study, contrary to the initial expectation and previous findings, medical students
were found to exhibit higher levels of paranormal belief compared to theology students. This result may be
explained by the possibility that medical students, due to their heavy academic workload, exam-related
stress, and uncertainties concerning future professional responsibilities, are more likely to experience
anxiety, which they attempt to alleviate by turning toward paranormal beliefs. Conversely, it may also be
considered that theology students, throughout their religious education, tend to approach paranormal
beliefs with a more critical and analytical perspective.

Although education provides individuals with a rational outlook, it has been observed that during
stressful and uncertain periods, people may resort to irrational beliefs outside the framework of scientific
knowledge. Furthermore, the culture of the environment in which individuals live, as well as the cultural
characteristics of the communities where they spend most of their lives, may also be influential factors in
shaping paranormal beliefs. In conclusion, the impact of educational level and academic discipline on
paranormal beliefs appears to be multidimensional and complex, requiring the simultaneous consideration
of individual, cultural, and environmental factors.

In the literature, a relationship between the perception of meaningful coincidences and creativity
has been reported.3® A review has indicated that across the studies analyzed, there was a significant
association between creative personality and paranormal belief.3° More recent research has demonstrated
that highly creative individuals tend to perceive greater meaning in random arrangements, and this
tendency also applies to individuals with paranormal beliefs.*® However, in our study, theology students—
who exhibited lower levels of paranormal belief—achieved higher scores on the verbal association test used
to assess creativity. Moreover, when all participants were evaluated together, an inverse relationship was
observed between levels of paranormal belief and creativity. These findings suggest that the relationship
between creative thinking and paranormal beliefs may not be as strong or consistent as previously
proposed. Several possible explanations may account for this discrepancy. First, the verbal association test
employed in our study may have measured a different dimension of creative thinking. Second, in groups
characterized by lower levels of paranormal belief, the predominance of more analytical and critical
thinking processes may have enhanced verbal creativity performance.

In this study, it was found that total scores on the Paranormal Belief Scale increased progressively
from females to males. Previous studies in the literature have generally reported that women exhibit higher
levels of paranormal belief compared to men.384142 However, the findings of the present study contradict
this general trend. This discrepancy may be explained by the characteristics of the sample group and the
influence of sociocultural factors. In contemporary contexts, shifting perceptions of gender roles and the
diversification of social norms suggest that the shaping of paranormal beliefs may be less dependent on
gender and more influenced by individuals’ life experiences and cognitive frameworks. Thus, it can be
argued that this divergence is attributable not so much to gender itself, but rather to the combined effects
of cultural, social, and individual factors.

In this study, a significant positive correlation was observed between age, as well as academic year,
and total scores on the Paranormal Belief Scale among medical students. In contrast, no significant
relationship was found between age or year of study and scale scores among theology students. The
increase observed specifically in the medical faculty may be associated with students’ growing sense of awe
toward human physiology and the complexity of life as they progress in their education. Furthermore, their
direct encounters with phenomena such as death, illness, and human limitations during clinical training
may also foster greater interest in paranormal beliefs. Indeed, while some studies have reported that
younger individuals display a greater tendency toward paranormal beliefs,*3 other studies have found that
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older individuals are more prone to such beliefs.1841 These discrepancies may be attributable to cultural
and individual experiences, limited sample sizes, or age-related cognitive changes. Overall, these findings
suggest the necessity of conducting further research with larger and more diverse samples to enhance the
generalizability of the results.

This study has several strengths. First, it examines paranormal beliefs in relation to multiple
psychological variables, including personality traits, creativity, and death anxiety, within a single
framework. Second, the inclusion of students from two distinct academic disciplines allows for a meaningful
comparison in terms of different educational and cognitive backgrounds. Third, the use of standardized and
widely validated measurement tools strengthens the reliability of the findings.

This study also has several limitations. First, the research was conducted with a limited sample of
medical and theology students from a single university, which restricts the generalizability of the findings.
Second, an a priori sample size or power analysis was not conducted, which may limit the statistical strength
of the study. Third, psychiatric status was not assessed through a structured clinical interview, and
exclusion criteria were based on self-report, which may have introduced bias. In addition, because the scales
employed in this study were based on self-report, participants may have been inclined to respond in a
socially desirable manner. Finally, creativity was assessed solely through a verbal association test, without
considering other dimensions of creativity.

Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that paranormal beliefs are shaped through the interplay of
individual, environmental, and cultural factors, and therefore represent a phenomenon too complex to be
explained by a single variable. Educational level and cultural interactions play a decisive role in
understanding individuals’ tendencies toward paranormal beliefs. Accordingly, this research provides a
valuable framework for future studies on the subject.
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