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This Special Issue on THE DARKER SIDE OF SPIRITU-
ALITY represents the first-ever partnership between the
Journal of the Society for Psychical Research (JSPR) and the
Journal of Scientific Exploration (JSE). As such, it is worth
discussing the original impetus and intended outcomes
for this joint effort. Readers should first note that these
two periodicals are not carbon copies. The Society for Psy-
chical Research was founded in 1882 to “examine with-
out prejudice or prepossession, and in a scientific spirit;
those faculties of man, real or supposed, which appear
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Collaboration, cross-disciplinary, interorganizational relations theory, strategic alli-

to be inexplicable on any generally recognized hypothe-
sis.” The Society for Scientific Exploration and its Journal
originated to “critically discuss topics that are for various
reasons ignored or studied inadequately within main-
stream science and promote an improved understanding
of social and intellectual factors that limit the scope of
scientific inquiry.” Thus, JSE topics cover a wide spectrum,
ranging from apparent anomalies in well-established
disciplines to rogue phenomena that seem to belong to
no established discipline, as well as philosophical issues
about the connection between disciplines. The idea here
was to leverage the collective resources from the JSPR’s
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specific interest in people-oriented phenomena and the
JSE’s emphasis on broader nature-oriented phenomena
to explore catalysts, contexts, and contents of spirituali-
ty-related experiences, beliefs, or activities that distress
or unnerve individuals relative to the more familiar forms
of religio-spiritual practice.

Participatory team science projects like ours there-
fore often adopt the framework of exchange and cooper-
ation (E&C) (Ferschl et al., 2021), or alternatively known
as cooperation and liaison (Wager et al., 2021) or academic
exchange (Kong & Wang, 2020). Cross-disciplinary groups
are especially equipped in this context to understand and
tackle problems riddled with complexity or nuance (Te-
bes et al., 2014), and perhaps no problem is thornier than
the fundamental nature of human consciousness and its
myriad of altered-anomalous manifestations (Chalmers,
1995; Goff, 2017; Kleiner, 2020). E&C projects between
journals seem virtually non-existent from what we can
discern, but such initiatives are popular in other scholarly
platforms or campaigns that range from basic knowledge
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transfer activities across university centers (Franco &
Pinho, 2019) to larger joint ventures by institutions and
journal editors to set ethical guidelines in research and
publishing (Wager et al., 2021).

There also can be cross-pollination of ideas or meth-
ods between individual researchers or disciplines, as with
SciLogs.com, an English language, cross-network blog-
ging site. And likewise, there are instances of networking
between professional associations, as exemplified by the
2022 SSE Symposium “Advanced Energy Concepts Chal-
lenging the Second Law of Thermodynamics” (part of the
4th Annual Advanced Propulsion and Energy Workshop
hosted by MIT’s UnLAB) or past SSE-PA joint conferences
that aimed to bridge the latest thinking in parapsychol-
ogy with that in other areas of frontier science. The joint
work that produced this Special Issue represents yet an-
other step that can serve as a working model for new E&C
projects.

Exploring Templates for Success

Table 1. Potential E&C Structures for Advancing Frontier Science Topics™

Interorganiza- Nexus Traditional Example of
tional Form Degree Definition Modified Approach
« Cross-disciplinary team science (e.g., Parnia
When two or more firms pool a portion of their etal., 2022)
Joint Venture Tight resources to create a separate jointly owned + Multi-lab studies (e.g., Maier et al., 2020)
organization. « Adversarial collaborations (e.g., Kekecs et al.,
2023)
A hub and wheel configuration with a local The Scientific and Medical Network (https:/
Networks Tight firm at the hub organizing the interdependen-  scientificandmedical.net/)
cies of a complex array of firms.
Specialized joint ventures encompassing many
different arrangements. Often involve group-
Consortia Tight  ing of firms oriented towards problem-solving E:gbitrl:]rmd( (1998) Workshop on the UFO
and technology development.
An arrangement between two or more firms  Society for Psychical Research collaboration
Alliances Loose that establishes an exchange relationship but  with Apple TV+’s four-part docuseries on the
has no joint ownership involved. Enfield Poltergeist case (“https:/www.imdb.
com/title/tt21377088/)
Organizations (typically nonprofit) thar are « . .
formed by firms in the same industry to collect aE[:Ie%ﬁg:nggistoczgﬁye?\e/vnIccclaeg?tlﬁeRg;siaertch
Trade Associa- and disseminate trade information, offer legal eory ) ) ety
. Loose . ] L L for Scientific Exploration-Parapsychological
tions and technical advice, furnish industry-related Association (https://shorturl.at/awZ14)
training, and provide a platform for collective ps: :
lobbying.
When a director or executive of one firm sits . . . . P
| o he b of 8 secand o whe e GO CH!for the J5F &z o
Interlocking Loose  firms have directors who also serve on the Parapsychological Association’s Board of Di-

Directorates

board of a second firm. These serve as a mech-
anism for interfirm information sharing and
cooperation.

rectors

* Adapted from Barringer and Harrison (2000, p. 383, Table 2)
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E&C approaches sound simple in principle but often
are difficult in practice. In particular, Castafier and Olivei-
ra (2020, p. 975, Table 2) explained the key differences
between three critical tasks that must be intentionally
defined and implemented for productive outcomes: (1)
Coordination refers to the joint determination of inter-
organizational goals, (2) Cooperation refers to the im-
plementation of those goals, and (3) Collaboration refers
to helping other partners with the implementation of
common goals or the counter-party’s private goals. Thus,
E&C projects can involve or require three different nexus
points or types of mutual engagement.

Fortunately, the literature on Interorganizational
Relations Theory (IOR) provides important guidance for
E&C planning. IOR focuses on how organizations work
together, based on the premise that collaboration among
community organizations leads to a more comprehen-
sive coordinated approach to a complex issue than can
be achieved by a lone organization (Barringer & Harrison,
2000). This is important, as some research underscores
that while people might recognize the important ele-
ments that distinguish collaboration from other forms of
interaction, this does not guarantee the presence of col-
lective skills, structures, or processes necessary to enable
team-based collaborative practice (Newell & Bain, 2020).

“Form follows function” is a helpful heuristic to se-
lect the best structure for particular E&C projects. Table 1
shows that six forms of interorganizational relationships
are most commonly practiced and discussed in the man-
agement literature, i.e., joint ventures, networks, consor-
tia, alliances, trade associations, and interlocking direc-
torates (Barringer & Harrison, 2000). It can also be seen
that frontier science has arguably trialed each of these re-
lationships at different times. We would even go further
to suggest that these efforts have delivered several good
outcomes for the stakeholders and their respective fields.
This should not be surprising, as Franco and Pinho (2019)
noted that cooperation between teams or organizations
is stimulated specifically by the prospects of knowledge
transfer, choice of partners, and financial considerations.
Interestingly, it also seems that cultural differences be-
tween researchers and research centers are regarded as a
bonus to cooperation.

E&C Risks and Rewards

Barringer and Harrison (2000, p. 386) noted sev-
en pitfalls to interorganizational relationships that are
worth summarizing here. These include (1) Potential loss
of proprietary information, (2) Management complexi-
ties, (3) Financial risks and opportunist behavior, (4) Part-
ner over-dependence, (5) Partial loss of decision-making
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autonomy, (6) Organizational culture clash, and (7) Loss
of organizational flexibility. Further to this last point, we
would emphasize the risk of substantially slower deci-
sion-making or implementation of ideas. These issues
should not prohibit E&C projects, but respective part-
ners must consider and address them in mutually agree-
able ways. Proactive negotiation is always preferable to
a reactive intercession. In doing so, the various forms of
working partnerships offer many potential advantages.

Specifically, businesses typically pursue interorga-
nizational relationships for ten main reasons: (1) Access
particular resources, (2) Gain economies of scale, (3) Risk
and cost-sharing, (4) Access new markets or audiences,
(5) Promote learning, (6) Foster flexibility, (7) Increase
the speed to market or delivery of outcomes, (8) Enhance
product or service development, (9) Conduct collective
lobbying, and (10) Neutralize or block competitors. The
benefits of motivators (1) to (7) are rather obvious, but
readers might like further explanations of topics (8) to
(10). First, E&C approaches would seem to expedite the
development or launch of educational and training re-
sources to meet the needs of researchers, students, lay
public, and the media with an interest in frontier science.
Second, collective lobbying can pertain to the coordinat-
ed efforts of groups to normalize and broaden the study
of anomalistics within academia via different forms of so-
ciopolitical positioning or influence.

Lastly, the issue of “competitors” involves address-
ing counterproductive behaviors related to in-group and
out-group dynamics (e.g., Drinkwater et al., 2019; Hill et
al., 2019.). Within the study of spirituality, parapsycholo-
gy, and consciousness studies more broadly, camps can
vary in their academic orientations or methodologies.
To be sure, many scientists and philosophers are firmly
vested in their narrative territories or preferred theories.
Outside of frontier science circles, there are likewise fac-
tions with entirely different ideologies about the reality
of anomalies like psi- or survival-related experiences or
cognitions. Some of these groups constitute blatant “de-
bunkers” who merely spew the meta-physics of scientism
or pathological skepticism, whereas others favor Karl
Popper’s (1959) principle of falsification and appropriate-
ly suspend or alter judgments in accordance with empir-
ical data.

We contend that E&C efforts are needed on both
fronts to advance frontier science. All groups should thus
collectively confront the anti-science campaigns of de-
bunkers, but we think it more critical for methodological-
ly and ideologically diverse scientists to advance scientific
knowledge with coordinated, solution-focused analyses
(McKergow, 2011) that leverage adversarial collabora-
tions or multiteam system approaches (MTS) (Shuffler et
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al., 2015) to fairly address controversial issues while con-
trolling for obvious ideological biases or methodological
artifacts. Although research collaborations typically trend
away from research novelty (Shin et al., 2022), MTSs can
be used to accomplish multifaceted tasks in challenging
environments, as they comprise interdependent teams
that work towards their own proximal goals within and
across teams to also accomplish a shared superordinate
goal. These can take the form of actual studies or work
groups that simply identify, discuss, and scope out rele-
vant issues for future directions in research and analysis
(e.g., Houran et al., 2023; for a tangential discussion on
cooperative efforts, see Eisenmann et al., 2023).

E&C Applications to Future Research on Dark-
er Spirituality

Although all the ideas discussed above can apply to
any topic in anomalistics, the articles in this Special Issue
specifically underscore the need for cross-disciplinary
and participatory team science approaches when study-
ing and contextualizing the wide range of phenomena
that encompasses spirituality, i.e., what institutionalized
religions often denote as a search for, and communion
with, the sacred or the ultimate controlling force or divine
power (Oman, 2013) or what could be described in more
secular terms as an existence or experience beyond the
normal or physical level (Kitson et al., 2020). “Self-tran-
scendence” in both these views essentially involves an
ego-dissolution, whereby the “self” is subsumed into an
all-encompassing reality (Corneille & Luke, 2021; Dein,
2020; Drinkwater et al., 2022; Gorelik, 2016; Kapuscins-
ki & Masters, 2010; Marshall, 2022; Mayseless & Rus-
so-Netzer, 2017; Yaden et al., 2017).

Much research certainly suggests that the onset or
phenomenology of religio-spiritual experiences and prac-
tices is regulated, in part, by mechanisms in convention-
al social science and perhaps the biomedical or physical
sciences. But many authorities caution that the role of
anomalous cognitions or putative psi cannot be ruled out
(Laythe et al., 2021; MacDonald & Friedman, 2012; Rosen-
baum, 2012; Tart, 2002). Comprehensive scientific mod-
els should likewise help to refine clinical approaches to
experiencers in these contexts. Accordingly, cross-disci-
plinary research per se might be insufficient for advancing
knowledge in this area without also applying a systems
(i.e., biopsychosocial or enactive) theory of spirituality
and associated experiences (e.g., Fisher, 2011; Laythe et
al., 2021; Maraldi & Krippner, 2013; Pace, 2017; Plante et
al., 2023; Seligman & Kirmayer, 2008; Van Leeuwen & van
Elk, 2019). This view seeks to explain and develop hypoth-
eses around emergent behavior, that is, when a complex
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system has characteristics that its components do not
display on their own.

For instance, various components or layers of spiri-
tuality-related phenomena (and perhaps all exceptional
human experiences more broadly) have been studied in
isolation, though they can also interact with each other
in important ways. Here, we suggest a 3 x 3 “Systems
Phenomenology Matrix” involving biological x attitudinal
x normative influences that work individually or collec-
tively to shape the core experiences x attributions x after-
effects that broadly define the structure and experience
of religio-spiritual phenomena. Of course, the three com-
ponents on each axis of the matrix might have common
influences, such as temporal lobe lability (Persinger, 1983),
attentional bias (Lange & Houran, 2001), agency-threat
detection (Van Leeuwen & van Elk, 2019), or individual dif-
ferences (Irvine & Luke, 2022) across a range of perceptu-
al-personality variables like transliminality (Evans et al.,
2019), dissociative tendences (Ross & Joshi, 1992), or toler-
ance of ambiguity (Houran & Willams, 1998).

A better understanding of the nature, meaning, and
impact of darker spirituality should, therefore, derive
from coordinated research designs involving research
institutes, clinical organizations, and communities of
various religio-spiritual practitioners. Below, we touch
on these three suggested focus areas for future studies.
This not only concerns the development or execution of
pre-specified research designs to tackle controversial
topics in fair and agreeable ways (Kennedy, 2004), but
E&C approaches can also involve planning sessions to
identify the most pertinent questions or challenges to ad-
dress in the first place (Barringer & Harrison, 2000). Here
is where decision-making models like Lomborg (2014)
can help to effectively rank-stack problems and prioritize
the allocation of shared resources.

Focus Area A: Drivers of Darker Religio-Spiritual
Beliefs or Practices

Authors have proposed an array of influences for
different types of belief. The role of mental health in the
context, catalyst, or content of altered-anomalous expe-
riences and spirituality is a prime area (Johnson & Fried-
man, 2008; Koenig, 2012; O'Reilly, 2004), with adverse
life events in childhood or adulthood being especially
well-documented correlates of paranormal beliefs and
anomalous experiences (Berkowski & MacDonald, 2014;
Houran & Laythe, 2022; Irwin, 1992, 1993, 1994; Law-
rence et al., 1995; Lonneker & Maercker, 2021; Rabeyron
& Loose, 2015). But the way that drivers of beliefs and
experiences have been studied, of course, depends on
how those beliefs are perceived in the first place. It is no
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coincidence that if the perception of a belief is positive,
generally, a more positive or benign theory is attached to
them. In contrast, the more negative a belief is perceived,
the more negative is the working theory applied.

Some psychological models like Attribution Theory
(Spilka et al., 1985) or Self Determination Theory (Ryan
& Deci, 2000) explain religio-spiritual type beliefs as pri-
marily coming from a good place to impact people’s lives
in efficacious ways (e.g., Joshi et al., 2008; Lucchetti et
al., 2021; Villani et al., 2019). Still, this is not always the
case. The “belief in a just world” (Kaplan, 2012), for ex-
ample, is rather sinister in nature and posits that “peo-
ple get what they deserve.” Perhaps it is unsurprising
that adherents of this view often exhibit dark personality
traits (Schofield et al.,, 2022). Many scientists also neg-
atively regard paranormal beliefs, as demonstrated by
four popular hypotheses for their endorsement and prev-
alence, namely: (1) Social marginality (i.e., believers tend
to be lower socioeconomic class, female, or a particular
race: Emmons & Sobal, 1981); (2) Cognitive deficits (i.e.,
believers show poor critical thinking and rely too heavily
on intuition: Dean et al., 2022); (3) Psychodynamic func-
tions (i.e., believers are potentially mentally ill or have a
set of certain (usually negative) personality traits); and (4)
the Worldview model (i.e., paranormal believers endorse
other similar beliefs, such as religious or other esoteric
spiritual type beliefs: Zusne & Jones, 1982). Accordingly,
researchers’ own views about a belief might lead to them
formulating a positive or negative theory—as psycholo-
gists know well, it is all about perception.

The above theories suggest that the factors that
relate to people’s belief-formation are cognition and
personality, but there is considerable debate about the
nature of this relationship (Schofield et al., 2020). Posi-
tive types of personality usually correlate with religious
beliefs, and negative types with paranormal beliefs, al-
though there are exceptions to these trends, and the
overall effect of personality is very small (Schofield et
al., 2022). A key trait in this context is schizotypy (Schof-
ield et al., 2020), which is related to magical ideation
and represents a latent personality construct or liability
to develop schizophrenia (Claridge, 1997; Lenzenweger,
2010). It is also one of the strongest and most consistent
predictors of paranormal-type beliefs (Schofield et al.,
2020). A schizotypal person might, therefore, be open to
more unusual kinds of beliefs. As deviations from societal
norms, these tendencies are usually framed in negative
terms. But schizotypal personality also positively corre-
lates with creativity, which has led to the notion of the
“healthy schizotype” (Mohr & Claridge, 2015), i.e., those
with loose mental boundaries who are functional despite,
or perhaps even in part because of, their anomalous expe-
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riences (cf. Evans et al., 2019; Hunt et al., 2002; McCreery
& Claridge, 1995).

Once again, it is all about the perception of the per-
sonality traits and associated beliefs that shape the
“darkness” of one’s perspective. Rather than beliefs or
practices inherently being dark, we think that the mind-
sets of individuals or their dark personality profiles are
what sometimes drive their beliefs or practices to be
darker in their expressions. This would further color per-
ceptions of their religio-spiritual experiences. Neverthe-
less, we admit that the links between belief and experi-
ence are blurred, and the direction between them is often
difficult to understand. However, another explanation is
that if these beliefs are perceived as being dark, then this
sets the tone, and the hypotheses offered to explain them
are also dark in nature.

Focus Area B: Sources of Negative Contents in Re-
ligio-Spiritual Experiences

Spiritual experience is part of the human condition
(Peterson & Seligman, 2004), but there is a quandary as
to why some people have positive experiences and others
more negative ones. As we discussed above, the drivers
of darker beliefs appear to be personality and the per-
ception of those beliefs. But how does experience fit into
this? The problem here seems to be that a certain person-
ality profile linking to an experience might lead to a cer-
tain belief to take hold. Therefore, if a person with a dark
personality has an experience, they are more likely to in-
terpret it as negative. While this might make sense on the
surface, people can clearly have dark beliefs that have not
been driven by experiences, whereas people with quite
positive beliefs and personalities might have very dark
spiritual experiences. So, while negative personality and
negative belief obviously contribute, other forces are also
present. For example, popular culture could play a role, or
grief. Social scientists refer to these contextual variables
as “state or trait” effects. For example, popular culture’s
ubiquity helps to sustain certain attitudes (trait-like ef-
fect) compared to a temporary episode like grief (state-
like effect). However, this does not entirely explain varia-
tions in the content of people’s spiritual experiences.

Our simple Systems Phenomenology Matrix idea
pinpoints some potential sources or facilitators of dark-
er religio-spiritual experiences, although the direction of
causation or strength of influence are hotly debated. Also,
do correlates like personality and belief lead to the per-
ception of these experiences as negative? Otherwise, it is
the personality and belief that are interacting with popu-
lar culture to drive the spiritual experience to be negative.
Does the overall collective perception of the belief lead
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to the negative experience? Are these experiences good
or bad regardless of the experiencer? Or are they natural,
and we place a particular meaning on it? More empirical
research is obviously needed on the phenomenology of
spirituality across all its guises or expressions.

Focus Area C: Struggling with Religio-Spiritual
Beliefs, Experiences, or Practices

Although spirituality and religiosity are generally
positive predictors of subjective well-being (Villani et al.,
2019) and can play an important role in physical health
(Koenig et al., 2012), it is also well-known that many peo-
ple report various “religious/spiritual struggles.” These
are defined as tensions, strains, or conflicts relative to
what people hold sacred (Exline, 2013; Lukoff et al., 1998;
Pargament et al., 2005; Pargament & Exline, 2021; Park
et al., 2023). However, there are ongoing questions about
the nature or factor structure of such struggles. Three
general categories are often used to map their contents:
(1) Supernatural struggles involving perceptions of deities
or demonic/evil forces; (2) Intrapsychic struggles that re-
flect strains and tensions about religious/spiritual beliefs,
moral issues, or ultimate meaning; and (3) Interpersonal
struggles that involve conflicts with other people about
religious/spiritual issues.

On the other hand, Exline et al’s (2014) factor an-
alytic study suggested six types of religious/spiritual
struggles that are moderately intercorrelated: (1) Di-
vine (negative emotion centered on beliefs about God or
a perceived relationship with God); (2) Demonic (concern
that the devil or evil spirits are attacking an individual
or causing negative events); (3) Interpersonal (concern
about negative experiences with religious people or in-
stitutions; interpersonal conflict around religious issues);
(4) Moral (wrestling with attempts to follow moral princi-
ples; worry or guilt about perceived offenses by the self);
(5) Doubt (feeling troubled by doubts or questions about
one’s beliefs), and (6) Ultimate meaning (concern about
not perceiving deep meaning in one’s life).

But, Exline et al’s (2014) solution has several con-
ceptual and empirical problems. First, their questionnaire
items arguably addressed religion more than spirituality
per se, as these two concepts are not strictly synonymous
(Paul-Victor, & Treschuk, 2020). Second, the six factors
seemingly lack any explicit references to difficulties cop-
ing with spontaneous spiritual-mystical experiences that
are unwanted or unexpected (Rabeyron, 2022). Third,
the six factors have not been validated with Modern Test
Theory methods (like Rasch scaling) that overcome the
limitations of factor analysis alone (Lange, 2017). More
advanced psychometric approaches like these might

journalofscientificexploration.org

CHAMPIONING “EXCHANGE AND COOPERATION” IN FRONTIER SCIENCE

eventually affirm Stauner et al. (2016) argument for one
all-encompassing “religious/ spiritual struggles” factor.

Clarifying the experience structure of religious/spir-
itual struggles should assist practitioners in developing
effective therapeutic approaches for afflicted individuals.
The available clinical literature on coping strategies for
exceptional human experiences is multi-faceted and in-
cludes helping individuals to (a) temper psychobiological
mechanisms that facilitate spontaneous altered-anoma-
lous experiences, (b) strengthen their cognitive skills to
parsimoniously contextualize unwanted or undesirable
spontaneous experiences, and (c) learn stress manage-
ment techniques skills to deal with any negative after-
effects of spontaneous experiences. We refer interested
readers to Laythe et al. (2021) for an overview of key lit-
erature in these respects.

Ending on a Lighter and Optimistic Note

Despite a few notable exceptions (e.g., Kelleher &
Bigelow, 2022; Mayer, 2021; Wahbeh, 2022), frontier sci-
entists (including spirituality-oriented researchers) often
cope with a paucity of resources that seriously hinders the
depth or pace of research progress. Fortunately, there is
considerable overlap between seemingly disparate fields
that can, and should, motivate the exploration of shared
goals and even identity. One needs only to ponder the
clear conceptual or empirical parallels between, say, ufol-
ogy and parapsychology (Ouellet, 2015), quantum physics
and bioenergy (Gonzalez et al., 2019), or cryptozoology and
folklore studies (Dendle, 2006). Likewise, future research
on dark spirituality might be informed in important ways
by studies of psychological concepts that involve a deep
sense of cognitive disorientation or existential disruption,
such as situational-enchantment (Drinkwater et al., 2022),
ominous numinosity (Cheyne, 2001), ontological shock
(Mack, 1994), or finding consonance (Balch et al., 2023).
E&C methods certainly offer important opportunities to
harness and amplify resources for facilitating challenge-
or charge- discoveries across these and other anomalies.
This is a greenfield opportunity that transcends spiritual-
ity and transpersonal experience. But all this would likely
require participatory team science, education, or training
on a larger and sustained level that itself is charting un-
known territories.

We are nevertheless encouraged by some success-
ful programs in frontier science that have knowingly or
unwittingly leveraged proven interorganizational frame-
works. Efforts should now evolve beyond the individu-
al-level linking of researchers or isolated projects among
organizations to carefully planned, well-organized, and
institutionally backed programs that foster new part-
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nerships, academic connections, and research collabora-
tions. According to Hong (2005), these campaigns are the
most difficult to organize because they require stakehold-
ers with common interests to have mutual trust, depend-
able communication, and, most crucially, a determination
to carry out projects over long durations. Scientists from
different academic fields or ideological camps might like-
wise need to show more openness, transparency, and in-
tellectual humility (cf. Nosek et al., 2015; Todeva & Knoke,
2005; Wilkins, 2018). Ultimately, we are talking about
social savviness and relationship-building (Hardavella et
al., 2015). Frontier scientists might thus be well served by
exerting greater effort and discipline to focus their col-
lective energies on identifying shared goals, prioritizing
the most critical research questions, allocating sparse re-
sources, and then developing practical but effective plans
of execution. It is daunting but doable—and certainly not
a question of can or should we...but will we.
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