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ABSTRACT 

We conducted two preliminary studies to test the hypothesis that ‘haunted, sacred, 
or enchanted’ spaces are characterized by certain environmental Gestalt variables 
that define their space syntax or architectural phenomenology and thus help to 
consciously or non-consciously shape people’s associated impressions or 
perceptions. Study 1 involved the development of a pilot Visitor Experience 
Questionnaire (VEQ: 18 items) to quantify Gestalt effects. Factor analysis revealed 
a four-factor solution defined by a setting’s capacity for Affordance, Ambiguity, 
Presence, and Sentimentality. Study 2 used this new tool with three participants 
exhibiting disparate encounter-proneness, who participated in an immersive 
experience at a ‘haunted’ historic house museum. The experimentally-blinded 
participants spent 10 minutes alone in nine different rooms and then completed 
the VEQ and the Survey of Strange Events (SSE) measure of subjective and 
objective ghostly anomalies. Results showed that the participants’ anomalous 
experiences had good levels of congruency across their contents and locations 
of occurrence. Further, Gestalt ratings significantly correlated with both the 
participants’ SSE reporting patterns and independent ‘hauntedness’ ratings of 
the test rooms based on prior witness accounts. These findings support the idea 
that altered-anomalous experiences in enchanted (i.e., sacred or haunted) spaces 
represent an interactionist phenomenon that is partly mediated or moderated by 
principles of environmental psychology. 

The uncanny arises out of the supposedly and necessarily empty character of 
the supernatural as a category; it is not so much that the uncanny fills this 
category (with ghosts, revenants etc.) – though it may do this readily enough – 
as that it suggests a fundamental indecision, an obscurity or uncertainty, at 
the heart of our ontology, our sense of time, place, and history, both personal 
and cultural. (Collins & Jervis, 2008, p. 2) 

Introduction 

Uncanny geographies is our adopted moniker for localized areas and settings 
associated with high-strangeness, or what social scientists sometimes refer to 
as ‘sacred, haunted, or enchanted spaces’ that often fuel exceptional human 
experiences (Bermudez, 2015; Dagnall et al., 2020; Puhle & Parker, 2021). 
Marinelli and Ricatti (2003) arguably introduced the term in their discussion 
of “emotional geographies of the uncanny” (p. 5), which referenced emotional 
spaces where the inhabitants’ perceptions, memories, narratives, and identities 
had both familiar and unfamiliar elements. Other authors have since knowingly 
or unwittingly used variations of the phrase, including “uncanny landscapes” 
(Griffiths & Thurgill, 2013), “the urban uncanny” (Huskinson, 2016), “domestic 
uncanny” (Kaika, 2004), “uncanny modernity” (Collins & Jervis, 2008), “the 
uncanny place” (Smith & Ironside, 2022), “phenomenology of the uncanny” 



(Trigg, 2012), “uncanny atmospheres” (Fuchs, 2019; Hitchen, 2021), and 
“monumental space and the uncanny” (Hook, 2005). 

These latter descriptions have been applied primarily to studies of 
empathetic place attachment, identity, or embodiment. Such work, by virtue 
of its theoretical and conceptual focus, often resists quantification. Our 
approach, in contrast, focuses on the attributes of settings that can alter 
consciousness in marked ways. Thus, understanding uncanny geographies can 
inform dominant concepts in environmental psychology, such as situational- 
enchantment, numinism, wayfinding, spontaneous fantasies, sense of place, and 
neuroarchitecture (e.g., Banaei et al., 2017; Bermudez, 2015; Drinkwater et al., 
2022; Franchetto, 2020; Franz, 2021; Goldhagen, 2017; Holloway, 2010; Houran, 
2022; Lidov, 2006; Lovell & Griffin, 2022; Lovell & Thurgill, 2021; Mazloomi et 
al., 2014; Peng et al., 2020; Petersen, 2017; Skandali & Blundell, 2021; van Elk 
et al., 2016; Wang et al., 2022; Wells, 2017; Wells & Baldwin, 2012). 

Prime illustrations of the above issues include ‘haunted houses or hauntings,’ 
which are popular cultural constructions inherently linked to paranormal 
tourism and heritage psychology (Hanks, 2016; Holloway, 2010; Houran et 
al., 2020; Pirok, 2022). To clarify, these reported occurrences involve locations 
where people report clusters of unusual psychological or subjective experiences 
(S, e.g., apparitions, sensed presences, hearing voices, and unusual somatic or 
emotional manifestations) and physical or objective events (O, e.g., apparent 
object movements, malfunctioning electrical or mechanical equipment, and 
inexplicable percussive sounds like raps or knocks) (for a review, see Houran 
& Lange, 2001a). It is also important to understand that the S/O anomalies 
characterizing haunt episodes and poltergeist-like outbreaks collectively form 
a probabilistic and unidimensional hierarchy (Houran, Lange et al., 2019). In 
other words, percipients typically report a predictable sequence or stacking of 
different ghostly ‘signs or symptoms.’ This observation suggests the existence 
of a core ‘encounter’ phenomenon that manifests to particular people under 
certain conditions and thus can be modelled as a biomedical syndrome (Laythe, 
Houran, Dagnall et al., 2021; Laythe et al., 2022). 

However, recent reviews (Dagnall et al., 2020; Houran et al., 2020; Jawer et 
al., 2020) reveal that both parapsychologists and mainstream researchers have 
rarely applied principles of environmental psychology to fieldwork studies of 
uncanny geographies, and notably settings that are presumably haunted or 
otherwise sacred. This is unfortunate, as studies increasingly suggest that ghostly 
episodes are an interactionist phenomenon (Ironside & Wooffitt, 2022), involving 
the “right people in the right settings” (Laythe et al., 2018, p. 210). Speaking to 
this idea, research consistently indicates that anomalous experiences in haunt- 
related contexts correlate with thin mental boundary functioning (Houran, 
Kumar et al., 2002; Houran, Wiseman et al., 2002; Laythe et al., 2018; Ventola 
et al., 2019), i.e., the concept of heightened sensitivities to internal and external 
stimuli (Evans et al., 2019; Lange, Houran et al., 2019; Thalbourne & Maltby, 
2008). These findings likewise agree with Jelic et al.’s (2016) systems theory (or 



bidirectional person–environment processes) approach to understanding people’s 
experiences of natural and built environments. 

Much literature indeed suggests that at least six Gestalt variables help to 
shape people’s perceptions of settings or spaces (Jawer et al., 2020), namely: (a) 
Affordance (“a possibility for action” provided by the environment or the degree 
of interaction between the surrounding space and the visitor), (b) Ambiguity– 
Threat Processes (a “risk assessment” in terms of a visitor’s feelings of comfort or 
discomfort within the surrounding space), (c) Atmosphere (the overall “tone and 
impact” of the surrounding space to the visitor), (d) Immersion–Presence (the 
extent to which the visitor feels physically present within—and totally focused 
on— the surrounding space), (e) Legibility (the ease with which the surrounding 
space can be recognized, organized into a pattern, and then recalled— 
specifically related to clear/unobstructed views and protective places to hide), 
and (f) Memory-Associations (surrounding space contains colours, symbols, 
textures, objects, sounds, odours, or a sense of ‘time’ with personal meaning to 
the visitor). Hence, this study might be the first comparative analysis of Gestalt 
effects on visitors’ perceptions in a reputedly haunted house. 
Study 1: Development of a Visitor Experience Questionnaire (VE Q) 

We found only a few instruments in the literature pertinent to embodied 
cognition or sense of place, i.e., the perception, bonding, or attachment that a 
person has towards a specific environment (for a review and discussion of 
frameworks and tools, see Boley et al., 2021; Raymond et al., 2010; Shamai 
& Ilatov, 2005). Moreover, Grassini and Laumann’s (2020) systematic review 
identified several questionnaires that purportedly gauge an individual’s degree 
of mindfulness within simulated environments, with Witmer and Singer’s 
(1998) Presence Questionnaire being the most prevalent. Other approaches 
address psychological connection to ‘nature’ (Kleespies et al., 2021; Pramova 
et al., 2022), or comprise coding systems for people’s perceptions of important 
features that characterize personal living spaces (Gosling et al., 2005a, 2005b), 
sacred architecture (Bermudez, 2015; Jones, 2000), memorable tourism 
experiences (Hosany et al., 2022; Lange et al., 2022), biophilic design (Browning 
et al., 2014; Zare et al., 2021), or the flow patterns of feng shui (Bonaiuto et 
al., 2010; Kryžanowski, 2021). Moreover, some inventories specifically focus 
on transformational ideations or perceptions that consistently manifest to 
visitors within certain natural or built environments. These include the state of 
‘enchantment’ (Houran, Lange et al., 2022) and the experience of ‘frisson,’ i.e., 
transcendent psychophysiological moments when listening to music (Harrison 
& Loui, 2014). 

Beyond that, there is growing research on Hillier and Hanson’s (1984) larger 
concept of ‘space syntax’. This theory originated to present a reliable method 
to evaluate the syntactic properties of different spatial configurations of large- 
scale environments and understand how these can impact a range of human 
behaviours. These aspects include (a) integration, or how easy it is to reach a 



certain street segment from any part of the city; (b) connectivity, or the number 
of intersections a street segment has; and (c) intelligibility, or the legibility of 
a neighborhood or a city. These three measures—tangential to the six Gestalt 
variables noted earlier—have been widely used to objectively model group- or 
societal-level behaviours within cross-cultural contexts (e.g., Askarizad & 
Safari, 2020; Lee & Seo, 2013; Long et al., 2007; Summers & Johnson, 2017; 
Zerouati & Bellal, 2020). Of course, the psychological mood or character of 
spaces has also been studied and discussed within contexts oriented more to 
interpersonal intimacy comfort, and leisure (see, e.g., Appleton, 1975; Eliovson, 
1978; Reznikoff, 1983; Silverman, 2019). 

The lack of suitable measurement approaches for our purposes required 
the creation of a brief measure of Gestalt variables that could be administered 
easily in fieldwork studies of person-level perceptions of natural and built 
environments. Drawing on the initial ideas and recommendations from Jawer 
et al.’s (2020, Table 2, pp. 82–83) scoping review, we drafted, discussed, and 
finalized three items for each of the six Gestalt variables mentioned in the 
introduction, i.e., Affordance, Ambiguity and Threat Processes, Atmosphere, 
Immersion and Presence, Legibility, and Memory and Associations. This set 
of 18 items was worded as statements to be rated on four-point Likert scales 
anchored by Strongly Disagree (1) and Strongly Agree (4). Total raw scores 
thus range from 18 to 72, with higher scores indicating increased perception 
of the respective environmental influences. We also included a global rating 
of a visitor’s experience (i.e., Overall Vibe)—“Your first impression of this 
surrounding space/area/room:” Very Good Vibes (5), Good Vibes (4), No Vibes (3), 
Bad Vibes (2), or Very Bad Vibes (1). Appendix B gives the full questionnaire, for 
which we conducted an initial psychometric analysis, as detailed below. 

Method 

Participants 

Pilot data derived was from a convenience sample of 40 respondents (age 
range 18–69 years; 61% women) recruited from the general population via social 
media advertisements. The original sample consisted of 96 individuals who 
registered for a larger research project that explored putative psi functioning at 
a reputedly haunted house, but, unfortunately, we experienced a high attrition 
rate for unknown reasons. For instance, volunteers might have decided against 
participating either because the sessions ran on a weekend, or the test site was 
located in a distant, rural area. Others perhaps reconsidered participating due 
to their fear of the paranormal (see Silva & Woody, 2022). Larger sample sizes 
are obviously preferable for psychometric studies of pilot measures, but some 
authors have argued that n values as low as 30 are acceptable for computing 
Cronbach alpha coefficients for internal reliability (Bujang et al., 2018) or 
conducting Rasch analyses to explore the scaling properties of questionnaire 
items (Wright & Douglas, 1975). 



Measures 

In addition to basic demographic questions and the VEQ measure, we 
administered the 17-item (‘true/false’) Revised Transliminality Scale (RTS: 
Lange, Thalbourne et al., 2000; see also Houran et al., 2003). Transliminality 
denotes a “hypersensitivity to psychological material originating in (a) the 
unconscious, and/or (b) the external environment” (Thalbourne & Maltby, 2008, 
p. 1618). This perceptual–personality variable thus parallels both Hartmann’s
(1991) mental boundary construct and the concept of sensory-processing
sensitivity (Aron & Aron, 1997). The Rasch reliability of the instrument is
0.82, and RTS scores (M = 25, SD = 5) consistently predict different syncretic
cognitions, somatization and hypochondriacal tendencies, and lower
psychophysiological thresholds (for overviews, see Evans et al., 2019; Houran
et al., 2006; Lange, Houran et al., 2019). Thus, we expected that Transliminality
would correlate positively with people’s sensitivity to the Gestalt variables in
their immediate space.

Procedure 

The respondents visited a three-level historic house museum known as ‘The 
Whispers Estate’.1 This privately owned, Victorian-era residence (non-occupied) 
is a popular tourism site due to its folklore and enduring reputation for being 
haunted (Laythe & Houran, 2019, pp. 214–216). The earliest discovered records 
indicate that the house was built in 1894, and its current external condition 
could be described as ‘poor’ and its internal condition as ‘fair.’ We rented the site 
for both Studies 1 and 2, so that the procedures described in this report were 
closed to the public and conducted under more highly controlled conditions. 

Our pilot sample (segmented into smaller groups of about eight people) 
was asked to spend approximately 10 minutes in the dining room of the house 
collectively and then complete a paper-and-pencil version of the VEQ, along with 

(a) basic demographic variables, and (b) several rating scales used in previous
research protocols (see Houran, Wiseman, & Thalbourne, 2002) to gauge
participants’ Prior Exposure [“Have you heard (e.g., from friends, television
programs, or websites), where in the Whispers Estate people have reported
unusual experiences?”: Definitely Yes, Probably Yes, Uncertain, Probably No,
Definitely No) and Present Expectation (“Do you expect to have any unusual
experiences in The Whispers today?”: Definitely Yes, Probably Yes, Uncertain,
Probably No, Definitely No)].

This was the only task in which the group rated Gestalt variables in the 
immediate environment. Further, there are several reasons why we used this 
particular room for the VEQ pilot testing: (a) the area was a logical and 
convenient meeting place for the respondents who later participated in a 
different set of unrelated research procedures elsewhere in the house, 

1. https://whispersestate.godaddysites.com 



and convenient meeting place for the respondents who later participated in a 
different set of unrelated research procedures elsewhere in the house, (b) the 
setting was a large enough space for the groups to stand comfortably and 
experience the setting, and (c) it was a ‘control’ area that had almost no prior 
reports of anomalous phenomena. Thus, this group of respondents merely 
provided pilot data for us to examine the psychometric properties of the VEQ 
tool, which later featured in the immersive exercise in Study 2 using an 
independent group of participants. 

Results

Readability 

Table 1 gives the readability statistics for the VEQ as calculated using the 
Readability Analyzer.2 The results indicate that the pilot measure reflects a 7th 
to 9th grade level (USA) of reading comprehension. 

Table 1.. 
Readability Statistics for the Visitor Experience Questionnaire 

Metric Score 
Flesch Reading Ease 62.59 
Gunning Fog Scale Level 11.18 
Flesch–Kincaid Grade Level 6.58 
SMOG Grade 10.41 
Dale–Chall Score 7.87 
Fry Readability Grade Level 7.00 

Factor structure 

The Cronbach alpha for the VEQ was 0.73, which meets Kline’s (1986/2015) 
threshold for satisfactory reliability. Yet these six Gestalt variables might not be 
unidimensional. Here we conducted an exploratory maximum likelihood factor 
analysis on the 18 variables, followed by Varimax rotation using the scikit-learn 
software (Pedregosa et al., 2011). Missing values were replaced with the mean 
value of the variable. Table 2 shows our preferred solution, with the first three 
factors explaining 27%, 13%, and 12% of the total variance, respectively. All 
loadings are low but they form a highly consistent pattern as is indicated by 
the bolded entries. The first factor (interpreted as Presence) combines the six 
Atmosphere and Immersion items, as their loadings on this factor consistently 
exceed those on all other factors. Similarly, the third factor captures all three 
Memory-Association items and so is construed as Sentimentality. Not 

2. https://datayze.com/readability-analyzer 



surprisingly, the six Ambiguity and Legibility items have opposite loadings on 
Factor 2, which likely reflects that increases in Legibility inherently involve 
lower Ambiguity, although not necessarily vice versa. Higher scores on this 
factor therefore denote greater overall Ambiguity. Interestingly, the three 
Affordance variables did not load on a common factor; in fact, they did not load 
appreciably on any of the factors. This is not because factor extraction was 
terminated prematurely, as Table 4 also shows a fourth factor that explained 
6% of the variance but lacked a clearly interpretable pattern. As a result, we 
pragmatically treat the three Affordance items as a pseudo or putative factor 
throughout this report. 

Reliability and scaling properties 

Using the factor structure described above, the four factors were Rasch 
scaled using the rating scale model with four ordinal categories 0, 1, 2, and 3. 
The right portion of Table 2 indicates that the items showed acceptable fit, as 
only one of the item’s Outfit statistics exceeded 1.4 (Lange, 2017)—i.e., Item 6 of 
the Presence factor had an Outfit of 1.60, which significantly exceeds 1 (p < 0.05). 
However, as shown in Figure 1, together the six items acceptably reproduce 
the relation between respondents’ ratings (y-axis) and their estimated trait 
levels (x-axis). Specifically, as indicated by the surrounding 95% confidence 
interval, only one marginal excursion outside the 95% confidence interval can 
be observed near the highest trait levels (top right portion of Figure 1). 
Table 3 shows the standard Pearson correlations between the four Gestalt 
factors (above the diagonal), as well as their reliabilities (on the diagonal, 
bolded), and their attenuation-corrected correlations (below the diagonal). It 
can be seen that of the four sub-factors Affordance is by far the least reliable 
(Cronbach alpha = 0.23), which is not surprising given the factor analysis 
results. Also, this factor correlates lowest with all other factors when 
computing the standard Pearson correlation shown above the diagonal. 
However, when correcting for attenuation, the highest (absolute) attenuation- 
corrected correlation occurs between Sentimentality and Affordance (below 
the diagonal). Yet this coefficient (r = 0.67) is not sufficiently high to blur the 
distinction between Affordance and Forgetting (i.e., the opposite of memory 
and associations). These findings argue for adding Affordance items in order 
to increase the reliability of this ostensible factor and thus obtain a clearer 
pattern of results. 



Table 2. 
Exploratory Factor Analyses of the 18-Item Visitor Experience Questionnaire 

Factor loading Rasch analysis 
Factor/item Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 
Interpretation Presence Ambiguity Sentimentality Affordance Location Outfit 
Affordances 
Space has many 
different uses 

0.07 0.05 –0.05 –0.02 0.50 1.02 

Space makes me 
curious to explore 

–0.02 0.05 –0.08 –0.09 –0.31 0.82

Space has interesting 
possibilities 

–0.04 0.00 –0.06 –0.06 –0.19 1.06

Memory 
Space reminds me of 
places/people in my 
life 

0.01 –0.09 0.10 –0.09 –0.74 1.00

Space feels familiar 
to me 

–0.08 0.03 0.22 0.01 0.01 0.90 

Space elicits a 
memorable life 
experience 

0.01 –0.05 0.24 0.00 0.72 0.54 

Atmosphere–Immersion 
Space elicits strong 
emotions 

0.25 –0.08 –0.06 0.06 0.92 0.94 

Space has a definite 
mood to it 

0.17 0.00 –0.04 –0.07 –1.21 1.00

Space elicits different 
emotions 

0.24 –0.12 0.03 0.00 0.51 0.78 

Space deeply moves 
me 

0.20 –0.02 –0.01 –0.02 0.31 0.75 

Space totally grabs my 
attention 

0.20 –0.02 –0.03 –0.10 –1.69 1.18

Space takes me 
outside my usual self 
or experience 

0.16 0.01 0.03 0.01 1.16 1.62 

Ambiguity–Legibility (reverse scored) 
Space makes me feel 
‘on alert’ 

0.13 –0.23 0.01 0.01 –1.80 0.94

Space makes me 
disoriented 

0.06 –0.19 0.03 –0.01 –0.55 0.56

Space makes me want 
to leave 

0.03 –0.12 0.02 0.05 –0.01 0.52

Space makes me feel 
safe (–L) 

–0.12 0.17 –0.03 0.03 0.22 1.19 

Space is easy to 
navigate (–L) 

–0.10 0.13 –0.04 –0.03 1.18 1.40 

Space has easy layout/ 
details (–L) 

–0.03 0.12 0.01 0.01 0.96 1.28 
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Figure 1. Reproducibility of Presence ratings. 

Table 3. 
Reliabilities and Inter-Correlations for the Four Gestalt Factors 

1 2 3 4 
1 Affordance 0.23 –0.24 0.21 –0.02
2 Sentimentality –0.67* 0.56 0.27 0.08
3 Presence 0.58* 0.49* 0.82 0.21
4 Ambiguity –0.04 0.11 0.25 0.66
Bolded values on the diagonal = internal reliabilities. 
Above the diagonal = attenuated Pearson correlations. 
Below the diagonal = attenuation-corrected Pearson correlations. 
*p < 0.05.

Construct validity 

Two Spearman rank-order correlations were used to assess validity. First, 
the total VEQ scores were significantly associated (rs = 0.32, p < 0.05) with 
how the experients perceived the Overall Vibe of the area or room. Second, the 
total VEQ scores and RTS (Transliminality) scores showed a moderately strong 
relationship (rs = 0.44, p < 0.05). In other words, the perception of environmental 
Gestalt variables was associated with the respondents’ sensitivity levels to 
both internal- and external-based stimuli. Table 4 breaks down this result by 
Gestalt variables was associated with the respondents’ sensitivity levels to 
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Table 4. 
Spearman Rank-Order Correlations Between Transliminality (RTS) Scores and Ratings 
on Gestalt Variables (Visitor Experience Questionnaire: VEQ) for the Dining Room in the 
Haunted House Immersive Exercise (n = 40) 

VEQ total Affordance Ambiguity Presence Sentimentality 
RTS 0.44* 0.31* 0.21 0.37* 0.40* 
Prior Site Knowledge 0.35* 0.45** –0.15 0.39* 0.09 
Present Site 
Expectation 

0.30* 0.02 0.25 0.40* –0.05

Overall Vibe –0.07 0.30* –0.41* 0.19 –0.21
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01.

examining the associations between Transliminality, Overall Vibe, and the 
four-factor solution for Gestalt variables. Moreover, the total VEQ scores also 
correlated with participants’ Prior Knowledge (rs = 0.35, p < 0.05) and Present 
Expectation (rs = 0.30, p < 0.05) concerning The Whispers Estate. This provides 
additional evidence for expectancy-state effects with Gestalt variables. 

An illustrative practical application 

The respondents reported no difficulties with understanding or using the VEQ 
items to rate the attributes or mood of the dining room in The Whispers. We 
expect, therefore, that our tool can be administered equally well via hard copy 
or digital versions. Table 5 shows the averaged environmental Gestalt ratings, 
and it can be seen that the respondents perceived the room as generally higher 
in Affordance but relatively lower in Ambiguity, Presence, and Sentimentality. 
This Gestalt profile corresponded to a mean Overall Vibe rating of 3.59 (range = 1 
to 5), indicating that the space elicited ‘neutral to slightly good vibes’ for the 
respondents. This result is consistent with the room’s reputation as a 
‘paranormally quiet’ area, as well as research documenting more positive 
feelings toward communal eating activities (Dunbar, 2017) and the opinions of 
interior designers who characterize ‘dining rooms’ as particularly welcoming 
and versatile spaces for social bonding (Pingel, 2021). 

Table 5. 
Averaged Ratings of Gestalt Variables (Four-Factor Solution) in the Dining Room of the 
Haunted House Immersive Exercise (n = 40) 

Overall Vibe Total VEQ Affordance Ambiguity Presence Sentimentality 
(M = 3, score (M = 7.5, (M = 18, (M = 18, (M = 7.5,

range = 1–5) (M = 45, range = range = range = range = 3–12)
range = 18–72) 3–12) 6–24) 6–24) 

3.59 41.65 10.53 11.08 14.33 5.73 



 

 

Study 2: Exporatory field study of Gesalt variables 

Research suggests that ‘ghost narratives’-as personal beliefs, shared stories, 
or putative experiences-can be powerfully memetic and immersive experiences 
due in part to their inherent Versatility, Adaptability, Participatory Nature, 
Universality, and Scalability (i.e., the VAPUS Model; see Hill et al., 2018, 2019; 
Houran et al., 2020). It also helps when such narratives are rooted in a 
historical foundation that reinforces a sense of authenticity or salience (Hanks, 
2016). Particularly, Franz (2021) described the idea of “haunted intimacy, where 
ghosts exert a personal and relational presence to the material world; hauntings 
invite the living into an affective and sympathetic relationship to the space and 
the past” (p. 382). Previous studies have therefore used reportedly haunted 
environments to study the psychology of expectancy effects and immersive 
experiences in externally-valid contexts (e.g., Cocchiarella & Drinkwater, 2019; 
Escolà-Gascón & Houran, 2021; French et al., 2009; Houran, Lange et al., 2022; 
Langston & Hubbard, 2019; Pharino et al., 2018; Tashjian et al., 2022; Wiseman 
et al., 2002). 

Note that an ‘immersive experience’ is customarily defined as an illusory 
environment that completely surrounds you such that you feel that you are 
inside it and part of it (Rheingold, 1991). The term originated with technology 
environments designed to command the senses such as virtual, augmented, 
or mixed realities. But paranormal-related activities and experiences help to 
redefine ‘immersive’ in terms of psychological absorption, or the “disposition 
for having episodes of ‘total’ attention that fully engage one’s representational 
(i.e., perceptual, enactive, imaginative, and ideational) resources” (Tellegen & 
Atkinson, 1974, p. 268). Simply put, this entails the cognitive capacity for 
involvement in sensory and imaginative experiences in ways that alter a 
person’s perception, memory, and mood, with important behavioural and 
biological consequences. This view dovetails nicely with Moeran’s (2009) 
distinction in ethnography between a ‘participant observer’ and ‘observant 
participant.’ The former method of information gathering presents more 
opportunities for mobile positioning, outward gazing, and inscription, whereas 
the latter approach allows more opportunities for fixed positioning, inward 
gazing, and incarnation (Seim, 2021). 

Similarly, rather than just partake in a techno-generated illusion, 
paranormal enthusiasts invest time and resources in the hope of personally 
experiencing something visceral and enthralling in real life. Such individuals 
often become ‘betwixt and between’ reality and fantasy, by encountering events 
or having experiences that directly challenge or expand their understanding of 
reality and their place in it (Drinkwater et al., 2022; Holloway, 2010; Houran, 
Lange et al., 2022). This state of situational enchantment is fascinating in 
itself, and bridges parapsychology with the humanistic and transpersonal 
psychologies (Lange & Houran, 2021). Accordingly, we conducted a field study 
to test whether participants with different perceptual–personality profiles 
would report altered-anomalous experiences during a prolonged and immersive 



 

 

‘haunted house’ experience (Hypothesis 1), and whether such perceptions would 
be congruent in content and location across the participants (Hypothesis 2), 
as well as correlate to the type or intensity of Gestalt variables in the local 
environment (Hypothesis 3). 

Method 

Participants 

We pre-screened our network of professional contacts for three individuals 
with different perceptual–personality profiles, relatively easy access to the field 
study location, presumed fear control due to prior experience with fieldwork 
settings, and the mindset to take this exercise seriously. This approach allowed 
us to isolate one person to each level of the test site during every phase of the 
proceedings. Participation was entirely voluntary and could be stopped at any 
time. Our participant selection process was more pragmatic than structured. 
That is, we simply asked our contacts how many prior haunt-type experiences 
they have had. This metric was subsequently used to estimate their respective 
trait levels of Transliminality and Paranormal Belief, which then allowed us 
to quickly identify the most suitable candidates for our purposes. In particular, 
more haunt experiences implies higher Transliminality and Paranormal 
Belief, whereas fewer haunt experiences suggests lower Transliminality and 
Paranormal Belief (see e.g., Laythe et al., 2018). 

This selection approach worked well, as can be seen in Table 6. Our volunteers 
had different combinations of age and gender, and, most importantly, varying 
questionnaire levels of Transliminality and Paranormal Belief (i.e., New Age 
Philosophy and Traditional Paranormal Beliefs). These three participants thus 
represent a spectrum of encounter-proneness, as corroborated by their scores 
on the Survey of Strange Events (Houran, Lange et al., 2019; see below for 
details) pertaining to their lifetime inventory of (entity) encounter experiences 
prior to this study. Specifically, Visitor C was ‘strongly encounter-prone’ (i.e., 
above-average Transliminality/above-average Paranormal Beliefs), Visitor A 
was ‘moderately encounter-prone’ (average Transliminality/above-average 
Paranormal Beliefs), and Visitor B was ‘weakly encounter-prone’ (below-average 
Transliminality/below-average Paranormal Beliefs). 

Measures 

As in Study 1, the participants completed the RTS (Lange, Thalbourne 
et al., 2000; see also Houran et al., 2003) prior to their on-site visit. We also 
administered Lange, Irwin and Houran’s (2000) Rasch version of Tobacyk’s 
(1988, 2004) Revised Paranormal Belief Scale (RPBS). The original 26-item, 
Likert-based form (seven response categories anchored by “strongly disagree 
to strongly agree”) has an artificial structure of seven factors due to differential 

 



 

 

Table 6. 
Demographic and Perceptual–Personality Profiles of the Immersive Participants 

 
 Visitor A Visitor B Visitor C 
Age (years) 57 42 24 
Gender Female Male Male 
Lifetime history of encounter experiences* 
(M = 50, SD = 10) 

52.1 38.4 65.6 

Prior exposure to the Haunted House Museum† 2 2 2 
Present expectation at the Haunted House Museum‡ 3 1 0 
Revised Transliminality Scale (M = 25, SD = 5) 23.1 18.3 28.5 
Rasch-RPBS: New Age Philosophy (M = 25, SD = 5) 28.24 21.35 28.24 
Rasch RPBS: Traditional Paranormal Beliefs 
(M = 25, SD = 5) 

29.85 20.54 28.38 

*Measured by Rasch scores on the Survey of Strange Events (Houran, Lange et al., 2019). 
†“Have you heard (e.g., from friends, television programs, or websites), where in the 
Whispers Estate people have reported experiencing unusual phenomena?” 
(Definitely Yes = 4, Probably Yes = 3, Probably No = 2, Definitely No = 1, Uncertain = 0). 
‡“Do you expect to experience any unusual phenomena in The Whispers today?” 
(Definitely Yes = 4, Probably Yes = 3, Probably No = 2, Definitely No = 1, Uncertain = 0). 
 
 

item functioning, i.e., sex and age response biases. Correcting for these 
measurement problems with a ‘top-down purification’ procedure using Modern 
Test Theory, Lange, Irwin et al. (2000) showed that the RPBS comprises only 
two, moderately correlated belief subscales that ostensibly reflect different 
issues of control. 

Specifically, New Age Philosophy (NAP) (11 items, Rasch reliability = 0.90) 
seems related to a greater sense of control over interpersonal and external 
events (e.g., “Some individuals are able to levitate (lift) objects through 
mental forces”), whereas Traditional Paranormal Beliefs (TPB) (5 items, 
Rasch reliability = 0.74) seem more culturally transmitted and beneficial in 
maintaining social control via a belief in magic, determinism, and a mechanistic 
view of the world (e.g., “Through the use of formulas and incantations, it is 
possible to cast spells on persons”). Several studies support the construct 
validities of these two subscales (Houran et al., 2001; Houran & Lange, 2001b; 
Houran et al., 2000), which both have a mean of 25 (SD = 5). 

Finally, the visitors completed the VEQ and Survey of Strange Events 
(SSE) ratings for each of the nine test rooms in the haunted house that they 
visited alone, as per the protocol outlined below. The SSE (Houran, Lange et 
al., 2019) is a 32-item, ‘true/false’ Rasch (1960/1980) scaled measure of the 
overall perceptual intensity (or depth) of a ghostly account or narrative via a 
checklist of anomalous experiences inherent to these episodes. The SSE’s Rasch 
item hierarchy specifically represents the probabilistic ordering of S/O events 
according to their endorsement rates but rescaled into a metric called ‘logits.’ 



 

 

Higher logit values denote higher positions (or greater difficulty) on the Rasch 
scale (Bond & Fox, 2015). More information about the conceptual background 
and psychometric development of this instrument is provided by Houran et al. 
(Houran, Laythe et al., 2019, Houran, Lange et al., 2019; Houran et al., 2021). 

Rasch-scaled scores range from 22.3 (= raw score of 0) to 90.9 (= raw score 
of 32), with a mean of 50, SD = 10, and Rasch reliability = 0.87. Higher scores 
correspond to a greater number and intensity of anomalies that define a 
percipient’s experience. Supporting the SSE’s construct and predictive validities, 
Houran, Lange et al. (2019) found that the phenomenology of ‘spontaneous’ 
accounts (i.e., ostensibly sincere and unprimed) differed significantly from 
control narratives from ‘primed conditions, fantasy scenarios, or deliberate 
fabrication.’ Follow-up studies with the SSE further support its value for content 
analyses of qualitative reports (Houran, Little et al., 2022; Lange et al., 2020; 
Laythe, Houran & Little., 2021; Little et al., 2021; O’Keeffe et al., 2019). 

Immersive test environment 

We again used The Whispers Estate historic house museum to examine the 
perceptual depth of self-reported S/O anomalies relative to the type or intensity 
of Gestalt effects present within the physical environment. However, unlike the 
larger project involving the participants in Study 1 (see Lange et al., in press), 
this research neither directly considered nor explored the ontological reality of 
spiritual or parapsychological phenomena. 

Table 7 outlines the house’s three levels and corresponding Hauntedness 
ratings for each of the nine test rooms. We derived these scores from an ‘expert 
panel’ rating exercise (see Bertens et al., 2013) involving the site owner and 
the second author, both of whom have different facets of knowledge about the 
site’s folklore, prior witness reports, and results from scientific research at 
the location. Each panelist independently rated the degree of Hauntedness 
associated with each test room (i.e., “Based on your personal knowledge about 
and experiences with the Whispers, please rate each of the following nine 
rooms in terms of their relative ‘hauntedness,’ i.e., how often different people or 
groups report mysterious experiences or events within each area.”). Response 
categories followed a five-point Likert scale: Reports Never Occur (1), Reports 
Rarely Occur (2), Reports Sometimes Occur (3), Reports Often Occur (4), and 
Reports Almost Always Occur (5). We then averaged the panelist’s raw scores to 
produce a final set of Hauntedness ratings for the set of test rooms. 

Procedure 

We used only three volunteers for this exercise to ensure they had ample 
space, quiet, and time at the location for truly immersive experiences. The 
exercise was also conducted at night to coincide with the quietest period in the 
surrounding neighborhood. Each volunteer was experimentally blinded to the 

 
 



 

 

Table 7. 
Averaged ‘Expert Panel’ Ratings of Hauntedness for the Test Rooms in the Haunted 
House Immersive Exercise 

 

Hauntedness rating* 
(range = 1–5) 

 

First level 
Doctor waiting area/room 3 
Doctor examination room/bathroom 3 
Parlor 2.5 

Second level 
Jessie’s chamber/room 3.5 
Rachael’s room 4 
Servants’ quarters 3.5 
Nursery/stairwell room-area to the attic 2.5 

Third level 
Attic loft bedroom 2.5 
Attic seance room 2.5 

*Reports Never Occur (= 1), Reports Rarely Occur (= 2), Reports Sometimes Occur (= 3), 
Reports Often Occur (= 4), Reports Almost Always Occur (= 5). 

 
 

identity and details of the test site prior to the study. They were given a paper 
packet on-site that contained VEQ and SSE measures to complete for each 
test room. These questionnaires were clearly labelled to ensure accurate data 
collection and transcription. The group gathered in the dining room of the house 
where the second author (B.L.) briefly explained the logistics of the sessions to 
the participants. Specifically, each was asked first to “feel and soak in the mood 
or vibe of each test room” and then record their impressions using the VEQ. 
They were next to walk around and explore the room while alone and in any 
manner that they wished, i.e., act as observant participants (Moeran, 2009). 
The only requirements were that they were neither to touch any of the items 
in the rooms, nor to make any noises that could contaminate the other visitors’ 
impressions or perceptions. 

Next, the participants used the SSE to document any altered–anomalous 
experiences they had while in the given test room. After these instructions, 
the participants were randomly assigned to their first test room, to which they 
were promptly escorted and left alone for 10 minutes as timed using a digital 
stopwatch. At the end of each session, the first author (J.H.) announced the time 
and directed participants to their next rooms for another immersive session. 
The facilitator was likewise experimentally blinded to the specific reports that 
participants made in the various test rooms. At the end of the full rotation of test 
rooms, the second author (B.L.) debriefed the participants about the reported 
history, folklore, and prior witness reports associated with The Whispers Estate. 



 

 

Results 

Hypothesis 1: Altered–anomalous experiences will be facilitated by an immersive 
‘haunted house’ experience. 

The results largely confirmed our expectations. Each participant had at 
least one anomalous experience during the immersive exercise, which agrees 
with prior studies showing that activities associated with paranormal tourism 
predictably elicit anomalous experiences (e.g., Houran, Lange et al., 2019; 
Houran et al., 2020; Wiseman et al., 2003). But the participants’ different 
psychological profiles might suggest that Visitor C (highly encounter-prone) 
would show the highest SSE and VEQ scores, followed by Visitor A (modestly 
encounter-prone) and Visitor B (weakly encounter-prone). The participants 
reported a total of 17 S/O events over the span of 90 minutes. The bulk of these 
(n = 14) were indeed attributable to Visitor C, but, contrary to expectations, 
Visitor B (n = 2) reported twice as many anomalies as Visitor A (n = 1). The 
summed SSE scores (i.e., perceptual intensity of S/O experiences) across the 
nine test rooms showed a similar pattern: Visitor C = 271.6, Visitor B = 216.7, 
and Visitor A = 208.7 (see Table 8). 

These results cannot be explained entirely by expectancy or suggestion 
effects (e.g., Houran, 2002; Houran, Wiseman et al., 2002; Lange & Houran, 
1997), as all the participants responded with “Probably No” to the screening 
question, “Have you heard (e.g., from friends, television programmes, or 
websites), where in The Whispers Estate people have reported experiencing 
unusual phenomena?” Moreover, there was a strong inverse correlation 
(r = –0.76, p < 0.05) between SSE scores and the index of explicit anticipation, 
i.e., “Do you expect to experience any unusual phenomena in The Whispers 
today?” This indicates that the onset and perceptual intensity of S/O anomalies 
correlated with lower (versus higher) visitor expectations immediately 
preceding the immersive exercise. Finally, consistent with the results above, 
Visitor C had the highest total VEQ scores across all nine test rooms (sum = 
365), followed by Visitor B (sum = 340), and Visitor A (sum = 310). 

Hypothesis 2: Altered–anomalous experiences will be congruent in content and 
location across the three participants. 

Table 8 lists the participants’ SSE and VEQ scores (and individual 
endorsement patterns) across the nine test rooms. The average SSE scores 

per room indicate that the anomalous experiences reported by the three 
participants specifically centred on five of the nine test rooms. And, consistent 
with our hypotheses, the participants’ experiences further clustered in three 

of these rooms (a 60% congruence in location). Plus, despite their different 
perceptual–personality profiles, the participants had good levels of congruency 
in their reported S/O experiences. Visitors B and C (r = 0.50, p < 0.05) showed 
the highest correlation in their SSE reporting patterns, followed by Visitors A 
and C (r = 0.41, p < 0.05). This suggests that Visitor C (strongly encounter-prone) 



 

 

was sensitive to the same stimuli affecting Visitors A and B, both of whom were 
less encounter-prone. However, Visitors A (modestly encounter-prone) and B 
(weakly encounter-prone) showed a noticeably negative correlation (r = –0.19, 
not significant) in their SSE reporting patterns. This implies important 

differences in their respective levels of vigilance, detection, or aberrant salience. 
We should note that the Hauntedness ratings of the nine test rooms 

showed a positive but near-zero correlation (r = 0.04, not significant) with the 
participants’ SSE scores. The same pattern was found for Hauntedness ratings 
and the participants’ averaged ratings of the Overall Vibe of each room (r = 0.04, 
not significant). This indicates that our participants’ anomalous experiences 
often occurred in rooms that did not correspond to those areas most associated 

with prior witness reports as per the expert panel. We conclude, therefore, 
that Gestalt variables might not be the only, or the most important, mediators 
or moderators of anomalous experiences at The Whispers (or other types of 

uncanny geographies). In other words, Gestalt variables certainly influenced 
the perception of S/O anomalies by our participants, but we do not know to what 
extent environmental effects similarly contributed to prior witness reports in 

other areas of the house. 

Hypothesis 3: Altered–anomalous experiences will correlate with the type or 
intensity of Gestalt variables in the local area or environment. 

The results generally affirmed our expectations. First, the averaged ratings 
of relative Hauntedness across the nine test rooms showed a moderately high 
association (r = 0.48, p < 0.05) with total VEQ scores. Second, we found 
moderately high associations between the participants’ ratings of Gestalt 
variables (per total VEQ scores) in the nine test rooms and the participants’ total 
number (r = 0.43, p < 0.05) and perceptual intensity of the haunt experiences 
(per SSE scaled scores) in those same rooms (r = 0.41, p < 0.05). Furthermore, 
SSE scores showed consistently positive correlations between the individual 
Gestalt variables, although the effect sizes ranged from weak to moderately 
strong (see Table 9). The one notable exception to this pattern was Ambiguity, 
which had a negative association with SSE scores. Curiously, this outcome 
seemingly argues against McAndrew’s (2020) view that haunted houses are 
perceived as ‘spooky or creepy’ due to their ambiguous and threatening internal 
layouts. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Table 8. 
Summed Ratings of Anomalous Experiences and Gestalt Effects (Four-Factor Solution) 
Reported in the Haunted House Immersive Exercise 

 
 SSE Overall Total Affordance Ambiguity Presence Sentimentality 

(range = Vibe VEQ (range = (range = (range = (range = 3–12) 
22.3–90.9) (range = (range = 3–12) 6–24) 6–24)  

 1–5) 18–72)     

Room 1        

Visitor A 22.3 3 32 9 12 8 3 
Visitor B 22.3 3 30 10 9 8 3 
Visitor C 35.2 3 42 10 11 18 3 
Average 26.6 3.0 34.7 9.7 10.7 11.3 3.0 
Room 2/3        

Visitor A 22.3 4 32 9 10 10 3 
Visitor B 22.3 2 38 9 12 14 3 
Visitor C 22.3 3 35 9 11 12 3 
Average 22.3 3 35 9 11 12 3 
Room 4        

Visitor A 30.3 4 31 7 9 12 3 
Visitor B 22.3 2 38 11 7 13 7 
Visitor C 38.4 4 29 10 7 9 3 
Average 30.3 3.3 32.7 9.3 7.7 11.3 4.3 
Room 5        

Visitor A 22.3 3 31 7 12 9 3 
Visitor B 22.3 3 39 8 12 12 7 
Visitor C 35.2 2 47 8 16 20 3 
Average 26.6 2.7 39.0 7.7 13.3 13.7 4.3 
Room 6        

Visitor A 22.3 3 35 7 13 12 3 
Visitor B 30.3 2 42 10 13 16 3 
Visitor C 35.2 4 46 9 16 18 3 
Average 29.3 3.0 41.0 8.7 14.0 15.3 3.0 
Room 7        

Visitor A 22.3 3 38 9 13 13 3 
Visitor B 22.3 2 47 12 20 12 3 
Visitor C 22.3 3 41 8 15 14 4 
Average 22.3 2.7 42.0 9.7 16.0 13.0 3.3 
Room 8        

Visitor A 22.3 3 36 7 14 12 3 
Visitor B 22.3 3 40 10 20 7 3 
Visitor C 22.3 2 40 7 14 16 3 
Average 22.3 2.7 38.7 8.0 16.0 11.7 3.0 
Room 9        

Visitor A 22.3 4 38 7 12 13 6 
Visitor B 22.3 3 28 9 10 6 3 
Visitor C 22.3 3 33 6 10 14 3 
Average 22.3 3.3 33.0 7.3 10.7 11.0 4.0 
Room 10        

Visitor A 22.3 3 37 8 14 12 3 
Visitor B 30.3 3 38 12 14 8 4 
Visitor C 38.4 3 52 11 12 19 10 
Average 30.3 3.0 42.3 10.3 13.3 13.0 5.7 



 

 

Conclusions 

Real-time data on visitors’ experiences strongly suggest that environmental 
Gestalt variables are significantly related to the perception of some S/O 
anomalies at The Whispers Estate. The strongest influences were observed 
for Presence, Affordance, Sentimentality, and Ambiguity, respectively. We 
should caution that these trends might not indicate a stable heuristic but 
instead reflect situational or site-specific nuances. Moreover, the perception 
of Gestalt effects also correlated with people’s perceptual–personality 
profiles, and notably a permeable mental boundary structure as measured by 
transliminality. These findings imply that investigators of putative haunts 
(and other kinds of uncanny geographies) should augment their current 
methods with notations about, if not measurements of, Gestalt variables in 
their (a) documentations of the physical characteristics of haunted places, 
and (b) content analyses of percipients’ reports. This approach should help to 
contextualize altered–anomalous experiences within the larger framework of 
systems theory and environmental psychology. Consequently, we recommend 

Table 9. 
Spearman Rank-Order Correlations Between Participants’ Anomalous Experiences (SSE 
Scores) and Gestalt Ratings Across the Test Rooms in the Haunted House Immersive 
Exercise 

 

 Overall 
Vibe 

Total VEQ Affordance Ambiguity 
score 

Presence Sentimentality 

SSE 0.35 0.11 0.42 –0.32 0.24 0.51 
All p values >0.05 due to sample size (n = 9). 

 
 

that fieldwork investigators expand their current assortment of methods by 
using the full 18-item VEQ to collect and share raw data on Gestalt effects until 
the instrument’s psychometric properties and outputs can be fully optimized. 
Our rationale is that all data points are important, even though we might not 
know yet how best to use or interpret them. 

General discussion 

It might be presumed that the environmental Gestalt variables considered 
here are concepts that are too ephemeral or nebulous to comprehensively 
isolate and research in real-world settings. However, our results recommend 
the VEQ as a promising approach to their operationalization and measurement 
in controlled studies of sacred, haunted, or enchanted spaces. To be sure, our 
interactionist view of haunt-type experiences (Ironside & Wooffitt, 2022; 
Laythe, Houran, Dagnall et al., 2021; Laythe et al., 2022) is supported by the 
moderately strong and positive association we found between haunt-type 



 

 

experiences and Gestalt variables in an externally valid setting. In other words, 
the psychological impact of a location’s physical and holistic features has an 
important relationship with the detection or interpretation of S/O anomalies. 
There is also evidence that this effect is fuelled predominantly by higher degrees 
of Affordance, Presence (i.e., immersion + atmosphere), and to some extent the 
Sentimentality of an experient’s immediate space. Taken all together, these 
preliminary results lend strong credence to the hypothesis that complex or 
nuanced factors in environmental psychology and architectural phenomenology 
influence perceptions in ghostly episodes (Houran, 2000; Jawer et al., 2020; 
McAndrew, 2020). 

Our study was admittedly exploratory and took several liberties. Future 
research should, therefore, address several limitations with our approach and 
findings. First, larger-scale studies with diverse populations would improve 
on the smaller convenience sample used here. We are certainly encouraged by 
the present findings but still regard them as preliminary. Second, it needs to 
be determined whether our results extend to other types of altered–anomalous 
experiences, and particularly (entity) encounter experiences stemming from 
ritual or otherwise organized settings (e.g., Caputo et al., 2021; Gukasyan, & 
Nayak, 2021; Jones, 2000). Another limitation is that we only tested Gestalt 
variables relative to ‘built’ structures. Thus, new studies ought to explore 
replications using ‘outdoor or open-air’ uncanny geographies of a natural 
(e.g., Berner, 2020) or man-made kind (e.g., Bermudez, 2015). Moreover, we 
underscore that our documented effects represent perceptions of Gestalt 
variables rather than direct measurements of features or attributes of 
structures and settings. This means that VEQ data provides ‘psychological 
maps’ of locations rather than ‘physical maps’ (see Welwood, 1977). Future 
research might thus correlate or validate subjective perceptions against actual 
environmental or spatial measurements. 

For instance, physical attributes that contribute to the space syntax of an 
uncanny setting have been quantified manually (Wiseman et al., 2003) and 
sometimes digitally using tools like the depthmapX v0.5 software developed 
by University College London that can perform different types of space syntax 
techniques. There are also more advanced and expensive approaches that 
involve laser imaging, detection, and ranging (Lidar). Also called 3-D laser 
scanning, this technique is a special combination of 3-D scanning and laser 
scanning that produces fully rendered digital twins of a given environment 
(Shan & Toth, 2018; Taylor, 2019). The first author (J.H.) was part of an 
investigation that used this technology in a fieldwork study that informed the 
2010 Nat Geo television documentary American Paranormal: Haunted Prison.3 

Lidar mapping helped the team to identify areas susceptible to environmental 
factors like infrasound effects (Tandy, 2002), which possibly contributed to 
haunt reports at the famous Eastern State Penitentiary historical site (see 
Houran et al., 2020, pp. 300–302). Applications like these might assist future 



 

 

research in examining the extent to which Gestalt effects are idiosyncratic to 
individual experients or can be quantified directly and generalized across 
people with different perceptual–personality profiles. 

Our study was further confined to Gestalt effects in lone individuals. The 
impact of multiple participants on the perception of these environmental 
variables was therefore not tested. Yet previous studies highlight the importance 
of social influences on paranormal belief and experience (Drinkwater et al., 
2019; Hill et al., 2018, 2019; Markovsky & Thye, 2001; Wilson & French, 2014), 
as well as immersive experiences more broadly (Kyrlitsias et al., 2020). Thus, 
social interaction can affect how people construct and make sense of altered– 
anomalous events (Childs & Murray, 2010; Drinkwater et al., 2019; Eaton, 2018; 
Ironside, 2017; Ironside & Wooffitt, 2022). As discussed by Ironside and Wooffitt 
(2022), the body plays a fundamental role in establishing the uncanny status 
of events through interaction with space, objects, and other bodies. Specifically, 
social interaction may impact how Gestalt variables are perceived, understood, 
and reported relative to S/O events within versus outside of one’s personal 
space. For instance, we might expect percipients to rate environments as 
lower in Ambiguity–Threat, Legibility, or Immersion–Presence when they are 
accompanied by others. 

Additionally, testing whether the perception of Gestalt factors and 
anomalous experience align within local groups of people would give valuable 
insights into the juxtaposition of social and spatial environments. To be sure, 
much contemporary scholarship presents the uncanny as profoundly social in 
nature or as a product of people’s uneasy relationship with social forces like 
modernity (Johnson, 2013, 2014) or political violence (Sime, 2013). Thus, rather 
than being a mere feature of a particular place, uncanny geographies might be 
a cultural site produced through interactions among people, social forces, and 
the built and natural landscapes. This approach might further clarify the role 
of Gestalt variables in the formation of anomalous experiences that involve 
potential ‘contagion’ effects from interpersonal (e.g., Laythe et al., 2017) or 
environmental cues (e.g., de Groot et al., 2012). 

We speculate that Gestalt variables work in additive ways to define the 
space syntax of settings at the person-level, and that some environmental 
configurations are more conducive than others for influencing people’s 
emotions or perceptions. This could happen covertly, as with the idea that 
sacred architecture involves an “invisible order of things” (Mizrahi, 2018, p. 
44), or overtly, as per Stroik’s (2018) architectural principles of sacred spaces. 
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Particularly, Gestalt variables might (a) serve as psychological cues that directly 
stoke or contextualize anomalous experiences (Houran, 2000), (b) heighten 
people’s vigilance and attentional focus to S/O events in their immediate 
environment (Lange & Houran, 2001), or (c) foster anxiety or ‘dis-ease’ reactions 
in experients (McAndrew, 2020) which might facilitate anomalous experiences 
via state transliminality (Evans et al., 2019). A combination of these or other 
scenarios are also possible. In particular, it seems likely that Gestalt variables 
reinforce or relate to Browning et al.’s (2014) principles of biophilic design or 
Jones’ (2000) phenomenology of sacred architecture comprising the concepts 
of orientation (i.e., allurement of a space), commemoration (i.e., actual events 
or history associated with a space), and ritual context (i.e., quality, role, and 
outcome of the theatrical aspects of a space). On this latter point, we might even 
discover that environmental features specifically link to Kapitány et al.’s (2020) 
functional characteristics of ritual experiences. 

These competing ideas offer a greenfield for future studies and motivate 
us to reconsider the term uncanny as something more than a mere adjective 
without an ideological framework. Prior uses of the term might have served as 
a ‘boundary object’ as per Star and Griesemer’s (1989) conceptual framing. That 
is, it allowed for scholarly conversations across different academic disciplines or 
theories, albeit in sometimes diverging ways. Since Sigmund Freud published 
his classic essay “Das Unheimliche” (or “The Uncanny”) in 1919, the term has 
certainly permeated social scientific and humanistic research. Scholars have 
revisited and reimagined the concept in myriad ways and have traced the 
production of the uncanny in literature (Wolfreys, 2001), architecture (Vidler, 
1993), and technology (Gahrn-Andersen, 2022). In contemporary vernacular, 
‘uncanny’ has come to mean a sense of disruption or disorientation; to 
experience the uncanny is to face the strange or unfamiliar (see Freud, 1970, 
1973; Jentsch, 1997; Masschelein, 2011). 

But parallelling McAndrew’s (2020) views, Thomas Fuchs (2019) offered a 
more precise definition with a darker tone, i.e., “The uncanny can be 
phenomenologically described as an atmosphere of defamiliarization which 
captures the affected with an overwhelming, centripetal effect. This effect places 
him or her in existential uncertainty, Bangnis, anxiety and terror precisely 
through its intangibility and ambiguity” (p. 115). This description fits aspects 
of ‘situational-enchantment’ (see Drinkwater et al., 2022; Houran, Lange et al., 
2022), but to us fails as a properly balanced characterization of uncanniness. 
We prefer to build on Jentsch and Freud’s ideas and propose that uncanny 
geographies are better understood as “liminal landscapes,” i.e., settings with 
qualities that disorient people and thus produce dis-ease states, especially for 
those with looser mental boundaries. (Laythe et al., 2022, pp. 43–44). But, 
contrary to Fuchs (2019), we contend that uncanny geographies can produce 
distressing (McAndrew, 2020) or enriching (Drinkwater et al., 2022) thoughts 
and feelings. This paper only scratches the surface, so further research is 
clearly needed to understand how principles in environmental psychology 



 

 

and architectural phenomenology mediate or moderate anomalous–altered 
experiences. In fact, we expect at this stage that most studies along these 
lines will necessarily be exploratory (or hypothesis-generating) rather than 
confirmatory (or hypothesis-testing). 

Speaking more broadly, our preliminary findings also can guide more 
comprehensive research on environmental Gestalt variables as psychological 
constructs and their relation to place identity or attachment. We should first 
verify whether the six presumably distinct variables that help to influence 
people’s impressions of spaces or settings indeed constitute four factors (i.e., 
Ambiguity, Presence, Sentimentality, and Affordance) or involve a different 
solution. This sort of initiative could likewise enlighten the ongoing debate 
about the dimensionality of the ‘sense of place’ concept (Boley et al., 2021; Cole 
et al., 2021; Devine-Wright, 2011; Hernández et al., 2007; Peng et al., 2020; 
Raymond et al., 2010; Trentelman, 2009). But, as it stands, our VEQ findings 
justify a larger-scale effort to study the factor structure and psychometric 
properties of the VEQ (or future modifications) using robust analytics grounded 
in Modern Test Theory (e.g., Houran, Lange et al., 2019; Lange, 2017; Lange, 
Ross et al., 2019). Improved tools and models like these should help to advance 
our scientific understanding of uncanny geographies and people’s perceptions 
of other types of settings or spaces. The implications and applications of new 
findings in this domain can thus act as a bridge between the neighbouring 
sciences of consciousness studies and environmental psychology. We expect 
that this juncture is an obvious and open doorway to narrative theory, which 
would construe experiences of uncanny geographies as subjective and pliable 
constructions versus objective and fixed representations of physical reality 
(de Rivera & Sarbin, 1998; Jones, 2000; Oakley & Halligan, 2017). 
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APPENDIX A 

Raw Summed Ratings of Gestalt Effects (Original Six Factor Solution) in the 
Haunted House Immersive Exercise 

 

Visitor Total 
VEQ 
score 

Affordance Ambiguity 
& Threat 

Atmosphere Immersion 
& Presence 

Legibility Memory & 
Associations 

Room 1       

A 35 9 6 3 5 9 3 
B 33 10 3 4 4 9 3 
C 47 10 6 10 8 10 3 
Room 2/3       

A 35 9 4 5 5 9 3 
B 37 9 4 9 5 7 3 
C 36 9 4 7 5 8 3 
Room 4        

A 34 7 3 7 5 9 3 
B 45 11 3 7 6 11 7 
C 36 10 3 5 4 11 3 
Room 5        

A 34 7 6 6 3 9 3 
B 44 8 7 7 5 10 7 
C 46 8 8 12 8 7 3 
Room 6        

A 36 7 6 7 5 8 3 
B 45 10 7 8 8 9 3 
C 45 9 8 9 9 7 3 
Room 7        

A 39 9 6 7 6 8 3 
B 42 12 10 6 6 5 3 
C 40 8 7 7 7 7 4 
Room 8        

A 35 7 6 7 5 7 3 
B 31 10 8 3 4 3 3 
C 41 7 7 9 7 8 3 
Room 9        

A 41 7 6 8 5 9 6 
B 31 9 4 3 3 9 3 
C 34 6 3 9 5 8 3 
Room 10       

A 36 8 6 7 5 7 3 
B 39 12 7 3 5 8 4 
C 53 11 5 9 10 8 10 



 

 

APPENDIX B 

THE VISITOR EXPERIENCE QUESTIONNAIRE (PILOT VERSION) 

Please answer all the questions honestly. Your responses are confidential. 
Thank you for your participation! 

 
Your first impression of this surrounding space/area/room: 

|------------------|------------------|------------------|------------------| ------------------- | 
Very Good Vibes Good Vibes No Vibes Bad Vibes Very Bad Vibes 

 
 

For the following statements, please select the number that best matches your 
impressions: 

1 2 3 4 
Strongly Disagree  Somewhat Disagree Somewhat Agree Strongly Agree 

 
Affordance: or “a possibility for action” provided by the environment or the degree 
of interaction between the surrounding space and the visitor. 

• This space could have many different uses   
• This space makes me curious to explore 
• This space is full of interesting possibilities 

 
Ambiguity & Threat: or a “risk assessment” in terms of a visitor’s feelings of 
comfort or discomfort within the surrounding space. 

• This space makes me feel “on alert”   
• This space makes me disoriented   
• This space makes me want to leave   

 
Atmosphere: or the overall “tone and impact” of the surrounding space to the visitor. 

• This space makes me feel strong emotions   
• This space has a definite mood to it   
• This space makes me feel different types of emotions   

 
Immersion & Presence: or the extent to which the visitor feels physically present 
within—and totally focused on—the surrounding space. 

• This space deeply moves me   
• This space totally grabs my attention   
• This space makes me step outside my usual self to experience 

an entirely different state of being   



 

 

Legibility: or the ease with which the surrounding space can be recognized, 
organized into a pattern, and then recalled—specifically related to clear/ 
unobstructed views and protective places to hide. 

• This space makes me feel safe.    
• This space is easy to navigate or move around in.    
• This space has a layout and details that are easy for me 

to remember.    
 

Memory & Associations: or the surrounding space contains colors, symbols, 
textures, objects, sounds, odors, or a sense of “time” with personal meaning to 
the visitor. 

• This space makes me think of a specific time, place, or person 
in my life.    

• This space feels familiar to me.    
• This space is similar to another setting where I had a very 

memorable experience    
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