
Psychotic-like experiences in esoterism: A twilight zone?

Barbara Hinterbuchinger a,⁎, Zsuzsa Litvan a, Elias Laurin Meyer b, Fabian Friedrich a, Alexander Kaltenboeck c,
Maria Gruber a, Daniel König a, Stefanie Sueßenbacher a, Nilufar Mossaheb a

a Department of Psychiatry and Psychotherapy, Clinical Division of Social Psychiatry, Medical University of Vienna, Austria
b Section for Medical Statistics, Center for Medical Statistics, Informatics, and Intelligent Systems, Medical University of Vienna, Austria
c Department of Psychiatry, University of Oxford, United Kingdom

a b s t r a c ta r t i c l e i n f o

Article history:
Received 6 May 2017
Received in revised form 3 August 2017
Accepted 7 August 2017
Available online xxxx

Background: Over the past decades, research has suggested the existence of a psychosis continuum ranging from
psychotic-like experiences (PLEs) in the general population to psychotic symptoms in patients with affective and
schizophrenia spectrum disorders. Especially individuals interested in esoterismwere more often reported hav-
ing experienced PLEs. However, there is little information on the extent of PLEs in this subculture. The aim of this
study was to assess the extent of PLEs in a non-clinical population with interest in esoterism by means of an
anonymized clinically used screening questionnaire.
Participants and methods: The 16-item version of the Prodromal Questionnaire (PQ-16), a self-report screening
questionnaire assessing the presence of PLEs was administered to individuals with interest in esoterism (IE)
and a control group without interest in esoterism (NI).
Results: The sample included 402 individuals. 224 subjects (55.7%) reported interest in esoterism and 178 sub-
jects (44.3%) showed no such interest. In an ANCOVA, interest in esoterism was shown to have a significant im-
pact on the PQ-16 score (b0.001). Also, age (p = 0.022) and the interaction between age and interest in
esoterism had a significant impact on the PQ-16 score (p = 0.004). Specifically, younger individuals interested
in esoterism showed increased PQ-16 scores, whereas scores decreasedwith increasing age. In individuals with-
out interest in esoterism, age had no relevant impact on the score.
Conclusion: Younger individuals interested in esoterism seem to bemore prone to reporting psychotic-like expe-
riences compared to individuals without interest in esoterism and compared to their older counterparts.

© 2017 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction

The last decades of research point towards a temporal and phenom-
enological continuum of psychotic experiences and suggest that psy-
chotic symptoms occur not only in patients with schizophrenia-
spectrum disorders (Morgan et al., 2009; Nuevo et al., 2012), but also
in patients with affective and anxiety disorders (Hanssen et al., 2003)
and individuals of the general, non-help-seeking population (Verdoux
and van Os, 2002). Under the assumption of a psychosis continuum,
the concept of the “at-risk mental state” (ARMS) has been described
resulting in the development of operationalized criteria for the detec-
tion of individuals at ultra high risk (UHR) for developing full-blown
psychosis (Yung et al., 2003). The UHR criteria include attenuated psy-
chotic symptoms (APS), brief limited intermittent psychotic symptoms

(BLIPS) or the genetic risk and deterioration (GRD) syndrome. In con-
trast to the ARMS concept, which is accompanied by distress and
help-seeking behavior of the affected person, psychotic symptoms in
the presumed absence of illness and distress are referred to as psychot-
ic-like experiences (PLEs), also described as a non-clinical psychotic
phenotype (Kelleher and Cannon, 2011). A meta-analysis by van Os et
al. (Van Os et al., 2009) reported a median prevalence of 5–8% for PLEs
in the general population and even higher rates have been shown in
children and adolescents (Laurens et al., 2007; Pontillo et al., 2016). Al-
beit subclinical, PLEs in children as well as in adults were shown to in-
crease the risk of developing schizophrenia-spectrum disorders
(Kelleher and Cannon, 2011; Poulton et al., 2000). This led to the idea
of psychotic symptoms being distributedwithin different states of tran-
sition along a continuum, in different intensities and different stages of
persistence, rather than perceiving them as a dichotomous feature, i.e.
present or absent. The clinical meaning of PLEs within this transitory
state is still indistinct today (Lee et al., 2016). Broadening the scope of
research on this “twilight zone” of PLEs in different subgroups may pro-
vide new insights into thedevelopment of psychotic disorders, potential
predictors and their aetiology.
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PLEs are phenotypically similar to paranormal beliefs and experi-
ences (Cella et al., 2012), which are common in the general population
(Pechey and Halligan, 2011) and refer to “physically impossible” pro-
cesses (Thalbourne, 1994) only explainable through the revision of sci-
entific fundamentals (Tobacyk and Milford, 1983). Esoterism may be
defined as practices involving the inner experiences of some form of
faith, the mystical aspects, accessible only to the initiated; and on a
broader, more colloquial level, the activities and faith involved around
paranormal beliefs and experiences. Several studies have suggested a
positive relationship between paranormal beliefs or experiences and
PLEs (Lawrence and Peters, 2004; Thalbourne, 1994), schizophrenia-
spectrum disorders (Peters et al., 2004) and schizotypy (Hergovich et
al., 2008; Tobacyk and Wilkinson, 1990), including similar cognitive
biases between paranormal and delusional beliefs (Blackmore and
Trościanko, 1985; Lawrence and Peters, 2004; Wierzbicki, 1985). Simi-
lar to thedefinition of the “non-clinical psychotic phenotype”, MyCreery
and Claridge described the concept of the “healthy schizotype” as refer-
ring to an individual's perceptual anomalies and out-of-body-experi-
ences without impairment of cognition or social functioning
(McCreery and Claridge, 2002).

Recent research has shown interest in PLEs in individuals of special
subpopulations. Powers et al. examined non-help-seeking clairaudient
psychics receiving daily auditorymessages in comparisonwith psychot-
ic patients with acoustic hallucinations. Interestingly, the psychics with
acoustic hallucinationswithout any help-seeking-behavior were able to
control the onset and offset of their voices, andwere less distressed and
received a more positive reaction when admitting to voice-hearing for
the first time (Powers et al., 2016).

Since the clinical role of PLEs is still a matter of research, the aim of
this study was to investigate the prevalence of PLEs in a non-clinical
general population sample of individuals with interest in esoterism
compared to a sample of individuals without any interest in esoterism.
To the authors' knowledge, this is the first study assessing the presence
of PLEs in a subpopulation inwhich PLEsmight bemore common, those
interested in esoterism, by means of a clinically used screening instru-
ment originally developed to identify at-risk mental state individuals.
Since PLEs have been reported as occurring significantly more often at
younger age (Laurens et al., 2007; Pontillo et al., 2016), we also assessed
the relationship between the extent of PLEs in each group and age. In
this study, esoterism and paranormal beliefs/experiences are used
with the broader definition above, i.e. as an umbrella term referring to
the manifold field of subjects including clairvoyance, mediumship and
channeling etc.

2. Methods

2.1. Sample

The study sample is a non-help-seeking general population sample
of 224 individuals with (IE) and 178 individuals without interest (NE)
in esoterism. Women and men aged 18 to 90 years were eligible to
participate.

2.2. Procedure

The anonymized 16-item version of the Prodromal Questionnaire
(PQ–16) (Ising et al., 2012) was administered to a non-clinical general
population sample of individuals with interest in esoterism as well as
a control group of individuals without interest in esoterism during a
large esoterism fair in October of 2015 in Vienna, Austria. The esoterism
fair took place at a large event venue at a busy and well-frequented lo-
cation in Vienna. Individuals were approached bymembers of the study
team and askedwhether theywere attending the esoterism fair and had
special interest in esoterism and whether they were willing to fill out
our questionnaire. They were given a questionnaire consisting of
the16-item Version of the Prodromal Questionnaire as well as three

additional questions regarding sex, age and interest in esoterism (yes/
no). No further information was given addressing the study. Recruit-
ment of further study participants was performed via concentric-cir-
cle-recruitment. The research protocol was approved by the local
ethics committee.

2.3. Assessments

2.3.1. The 16-item version of the Prodromal Questionnaire (PQ-16)
The 16-item Version of the Prodromal Questionnaire is a self-report

screening questionnaire developed on the basis of the Prodromal Ques-
tionnaire (PQ) (Loewy et al., 2005) and aims to identify individuals with
high risk for psychosis for a further in-depth diagnostic interview (Ising
et al., 2012). It assesses the presence of psychotic-like experiences on a
two-point scale (true/false) and includes nine items assessing perceptu-
al abnormalities and hallucinations, five items regarding unusual
thought content, delusional ideas and paranoia and two items assessing
negative symptoms. The PQ-16 questionnaire has been tested as a diag-
nostic screening instrument for the attenuated psychosis syndrome in
secondary mental health care with satisfactory performance (Ising et
al., 2012).

2.4. Statistics

Descriptive statistics of all variables of interest were compiled. An
ANCOVA was used to explain the PQ-16 score by interest in esoterism,
age and sex, as well as their respective interactions. Furthermore, logis-
tic regressionswere used to explain each single outcome of the 16 ques-
tions of the PQ-16 questionnaire by the interest in esoterism, age and
sex. P-values from the logistic regressions serve only descriptive pur-
poses; hence nomultiple testing correctionswere applied. All statistical
analysis was conducted using the Statistical Package for Social Sciences
(SPSS), Version 23.0 and the Statistic Software R 3.2.5.

3. Results

The final sample included 402 individuals. Participants were be-
tween 19 and 83 years old. Of the final sample, 224 subjects (55.7%) re-
ported interest in esoterism and 178 subjects (44.3%) showed no
interest in esoterism. There weremore female subjects in the total sam-
ple (71.4%). In the IE group thereweremorewomen (58.2% female sub-
jects) compared to the NI group (41.8% female subjects). The mean PQ-
16 score of IE individuals (6.24 ± 3.47) was 4.04 points higher com-
pared to NI individuals (2.20 ± 2.48) (p-value b0.001) (see Table 1).

An ANCOVAwas performed with PQ-16 score as the dependent var-
iable and interest in esoterism, age, sex and the interaction between in-
terest in esoterism and age/sex as independent variables. Interest in
esoterism showed a significant impact on the PQ-16 score (b0.001).
Also, age (p = 0.022) and the interaction between age and interest in
esoterism had a significant impact on the PQ-16 score (p = 0.004).

While the expected PQ-16 score of IE individuals decreases with in-
creasing age, a minimal increase in the PQ-16 score (0.002 per year)
could be shown for NI individuals (see Fig. 1).

Sex had no significant impact on the PQ-16 score and no significant
difference could be shown in the mean PQ-16 score regarding sex (p=
0.697) (see Fig. 2).

Individualswith interest in esoterismhad significantlymore positive
answers in the PQ-16 questionnaire. With exception of question 7 (“I
get extremely anxious, when I meet people for the first time.”; p =
0.024), results would still be significant after Bonferroni correction (sig-
nificant if p b 0.05/16= 0.003125). Age had a significant impact on par-
ticipants' answers for the following questions: Question 4 (“I often hear
anomalous sounds like knocking, clicking, hissing, clapping or ringing.”;
p=0.022), question 5 (“Sometimes I feel confused, if something I expe-
rience is real or imagined.”; p b 0.001), question 7 (“I get extremely anx-
ious, when I meet people for the first time.”; p = 0.001), question 9
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