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The Pilgrimage Project: A study of motivations and experiences in
sacred spaces

Results:

The aim of this project was to understand the interaction between motivations to go on
pilgrimage, spiritual behaviours and experiences, and psychological outcomes. Four hundred and
fifty pilgrims to the Roman Catholic sites of Fatima, Lourdes, the Pagan site of Stonehenge, and
the New Age town of Glastonbury were asked to fill in a questionnaire. This included
standardized measures of positive and negative affect (PANAS), personality (EPQ),
magical/paranormal ideation, religious belief/experience, and motivations to go on pilgrimage.
Spiritual Growth and Community/Care were the major motivational dimensions for pilgrims at
both Christian sites, while Pagan pilgrims scored highest on Cosmic/Nature Closeness and
Sensation Seeking motivations. Results for Positive and Negative Affect showed that Christian
pilgrims were significantly higher on positive affect than Pagan pilgrims, while Pagan pilgrims
scored significantly higher on negative affect. Pagan pilgrims also had significantly higher scores
on magical/paranormal ideation and spiritual experiences. We suggest that Pagan rituals elicit
higher arousal than Christian ones, and are less supported by a social and belief structure. This
makes Pagan pilgrims more likely to experience negative affect (e.g. fear) and a higher
frequency of unusual experiences. The higher frequency on unusual experiences is also partially
explained by a schizotypal personality disposition and a tendency to process information in an
intuitive way.
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