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The Effect of News Stories About UFOs on
Readers’ UFOQ Beliefs: The Role of
Confirming or Disconfirming Testimony
From a Scientist
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An experiment was designed to determine the impact of different versions of a news story on
UFO beliefs. Of particular interest was the impact of story information that would either cast
doubt upon the reality of UFOs or lend credence to their existence. The effect of including a
scientific authority in the story was also examined. Results revealed that participants were more
likely to express belief in UFOs when the story included a scientific authority who spoke in favor
of UFOs’ existence. A scientific authority who discredited the existence of UFOs did not produce
lower levels of UFO beliefs.

B Ornge claim that consistently appears
across much of the literature dealing with paranormal beliefs is that the mass
media should accept a major responsibility for encouraging people toward
uncritical acceptance of paranormal claims. Writing in 7ime magazine, Randi
(1992) noted that the reason for the prevalence of “absurd beliefs” among the
populaces of every culture “. . . is to be found in the uncritical acceptance
and promotion of these notions by the media. . .” (p. 80). And many scholars
have echoed Randi’s assertions (e.g., Feder, 1984; Kurtz, 1985; Maller &
Lundeen, 1932).

Until recently, there was almost no empirical research to substantiate or
refute the view that media depictions of the paranormal influence people to
believe in paranormal phenomena. This is somewhat surprising, given the
fact that scientists, philosophers and skeptics often blame the media for
disseminating scientifically unproven ideas about the paranormal. One
would expect these same scientists to present scientific evidence for their
own claim that the media play a powerful role in this domain.

Despite the relative lack of research, there have been some recent studies
on this topic that support the notion that media depictions of the paranormal
do influence audience beliefs (Sparks, Hensen, & Shah, 1994; Sparks, Nelson,
& Campbell, in press; Sparks, Sparks, & Gray, 1993). The current study
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