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Abstract 

There is now a well-established literature on ghost tourism. However, much of this work 

examines aspects associated with the demand side of the industry, or the motivations and 

experiences of consumers. There are currently no studies that have sought to explore the supply 

of ghost tourism and the spatial, social, and economic relationships that exist between these 

places. Using Lower Tier Local Authorities (LTLAs) in England and Wales as the units of 

analysis, this study draws on a bespoke range of local government and Census data to examine 

the prevalence of ghost tourism and explore how these sites are differentiated across local 

contexts. We find that locations with higher levels of economic deprivation and connections to 

rurality are more likely to contain sustained ghost tourism. The study makes three key 

contributions to the literature. First, it provides a spatial analysis of the regional variations in the 

number of ghost hunts and ghost walks in England and Wales. Second, it identifies the spatial, 

social and economic circumstances associated with local variations in the provision of ghost 

tourism. Third, it outlines a localized and robust research method through which ghost tourism 

can be systematically studied. 

Keywords: dark tourism, spectral geographies, paranormal, ghosts, spatial analysis, deprivation 

theory 
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Mostly Haunted: A Socio-Spatial Analysis of Ghost Tourism in England and Wales 

 

Introduction 

According to Stone and Sharpley (2008, p. 574), dark tourism is the ‘[t]ravel to and experience 

of places associated with death’ (Ironside, 2018; Isaac, 2022; Light, 2017). These are locations 

that are typically associated with murder, genocide, and war, or where catastrophes have taken 

place. They can also be sites associated with unfortunate accidents related to ‘deathlore’ 

(Montell, 1975), or more mundane criminal activity. While it might initially appear that an 

emphasis on darkness and death would be somewhat limiting (Becker, 1997), a great number of 

studies have outlined the benefits of dark tourism. Beyond the financial incentives, dark tourism 

can help revitalize local areas (Hanks, 2016), provide embodied educational experiences (Min et 

al., 2021), and even encourage collective identification (Weaver et al., 2018). 

An emerging area of interest within the dark tourism literature relates to what is often 

termed ‘ghost tourism’ (Drinkwater et al., 2022; Hanks, 2016; Holloway, 2010; Houran et al., 

2020; Inglis & Holmes, 2003; Pedreño-Peñalver et al., 2023). These are events and locations that 

aim to attract tourists by using localized narratives concerning the presence of spirits (Clark et 

al., 2026). Several studies have highlighted how any number of pubs, hotels, heritage sites and 

city center locations use such deathlore to attract customers and increase revenue (Hanks, 2016; 

Inglis & Holmes, 2003). Such locations use storytelling to promote both legends and business, 

engaging tourists in an interactive consumer experience (Ironside, 2024; Skinner, 2025).   

Broadly speaking, ghost tourism can be subdivided into two distinct activities: ghost 

walks and ghost hunts (Hanks, 2016). Ghost walks typically consist of a tour around a local area 

with a guide, who will narrate several ghostly tales associated with specific sites. Sometimes 
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these tours will take place on a coach or a bus, while others might contain more interactive 

elements. This might involve costumed actors or some attempt to communicate with the dead, 

such as a séance. Ghost hunts, on the other hand, have a sustained focus on communicating with 

spirits, ghosts, and other entities. Usually based in a single location, hunts will typically make 

use of specialist equipment to detect and identify any spectral activity. These hunts constitute a 

modern form of spiritual practice, albeit refracted through consumerist and technological lens 

(Eaton, 2020). 

The growth of interest in ghost tourism is reflected in the wider psychological and 

sociological interest concerning the paranormal. While psychological research has tended to 

focus on the development of survey instruments (Dean et al., 2021; Thalbourne & Delin, 1993; 

Tobacyk, 2004), sociological research has primarily sought to determine the demographic 

characteristics most associated with paranormal belief and experience (Fox, 1992; Goode 2000), 

and the relationship between the paranormal and religion (Bader et al. 2012; Baker et al. 2016; 

Baker and Draper 2010). 

However, one aspect of ghost tourism that has not been studied is the communal-level 

spatial, social, and economic arrangement of ghost tourism sites. Where do ghost hunts and ghost 

walks take place? What sorts of communal contexts make them more or less sustained? This 

includes the demographic composition of a particular region where ghost tourism is sustained, its 

economic activity, and its geographical proximity in relation to other locations of interest.  

‘Spectral geographies’ provides an insightful framework for thinking about the types of 

places more or less likely to have a consistent supply of ghost tourism opportunities. Broadly 

understood, spectral geographies refer to spaces and places that are ‘produced by something that 

is both there (present) but also not there (absent)’, which includes ‘the social and cultural 
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geographies of ghosts, the paranormal, and those who enjoy or believe in the supernatural’ 

(Holloway, 2024, p. 543). Stories and therefore related experiences of ghosts are more likely to 

occur in spaces that are socially liminal, either by the scars of death-related pasts (Martini et al., 

2025), neglect and abandonment (Le Gallou, 2025), or by inverting the expectations of the 

ordinary into the ‘uncanny’ (Ironside & Smith, 2025). Spectral locations then serve to connect 

the living to the dead ‘through dark narratives, supernatural legends, and participatory 

experiences’ (Ironside, 2025, p. 586). A spectral geographies framework helps orient us toward 

which aspects of landscapes may be most likely to inspire and sustain dark tourism involving 

ghosts; however, while this literature has outlined the dynamics of how places become coded as 

haunted, systematic empirical research about where haunted spaces are most likely to occur and 

thrive remains lacking.         

Accordingly, in this study, we conduct a spatial analysis of regions in England and Wales 

to examine the social and spatial patterns of contemporary ghost tourism. The aim is to identify 

and map the local characteristics of an area that are associated with sustained ghost hunts and 

walks. Using Lower Tier Local Authorities as the areal units of analysis, we reconcile local 

government and Census:2021 data with a bespoke dataset of tourist locations. In doing so, the 

study provides empirical evidence concerning the social and economic factors that help to 

underpin the consumption of ghost tourism, while also developing a new and robust 

methodology for studying this growing area of dark tourism. 

 

Literature Review 

Blain et al. (2007, p. 133) define ghost tourism as ‘[the] engagement with places and other 

worlds…that range from the thrills of a ghost walk or a haunted house, to potentially 
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transformative experiences sought through journeying to pertinent graves’. These activities often 

combine elements of ‘commodisation, rationalisation, conservation and sacredness’, while 

offering the tourist a chance to engage with ‘contested interpretations of place and experience’. 

Of course, ‘ghost tourism’ is not a particularly recent phenomenon (Goldstein et al., 

2007). Hunter (2005), for example, details how the seventeenth-century poltergeist, ‘the 

drummer of Tedworth’, attracted paying customers, while the Cock Lane ghost – also known as 

‘scratching fanny’ – was also a popular attraction for some time after the cessation of any 

spectral activity (Davies et al., 2010). To these ends, Clarke (2012) makes the prescient point 

that the business of ghosts has always been intimately bound up with the business of ghosts. 

As highlighted by Hanks (2016), contemporary ghost tourism tends to take two formats, 

and both are as much economic activities as they are spiritual ones. Whereas ghost walks 

typically consist of a paid guide who leads a group around historical locations while describing 

their haunted heritage, a ghost hunt involves a determined search for spectral activity and 

communication. Often taking place over the course of a night in a single location, any number of 

tools and techniques can be used to detect spiritual presence. This equipment is often presented 

as being either distinctly Victorian in design and approach, or more scientific in orientation. 

Borrowing heavily from spiritualist themes and ideas, Victorian-themed equipment includes 

planchettes, scrying mirrors, and talking boards, although it can also involve other divination 

activities such as the human pendulum or the use of dowsing rods. Scientific equipment, on the 

other hand, will typically be electronic in nature – such as the spirit box and the EMF meter – 

although computing software is also increasingly common (Baker & Bader 2014; Eaton, 2020). 

Whereas ghost walks will last for around an hour, it is not uncommon for a hunt to start at in the 

evening and finish the next morning.  



7 

 

In the UK, a ghost walk may cost anywhere between £5 and £20, while a ghost hunt is 

likely to cost £50 and above. Hanks (2018) lists thirty cities across the UK that offer ghost walks, 

while any number of enterprising individuals, groups, and businesses have sought to capitalize 

on what appears to be a substantial marketplace for ghost hunts. Companies such as Haunted 

Happenings, Haunted Places and even the Most Haunted Experience, provide regular, organized 

events across the country.  

Many commentators have suggested that the recent resurgence in ghost tourism can be 

seen as a form of existential introspection. Ironside (2018, p. 95), for example, argues that ghosts 

are a collective avenue to confront ‘complex and potentially troubling questions about life and 

death’, while Hanks (2016, p. 425) contends that ghost walks provide an ‘idealized 

understanding of the contemporary British nation as secular, tolerant, and, ultimately, scientific 

and rational’. However, Possamai (2012, p. 1) also makes the observation that the late secular 

society of the twenty-first century has seen a growth in what he terms ‘hyper-real religion’. 

These are religious and spiritual motifs and ideas that are ‘created out of, or in symbiosis with, 

popular culture, which provides inspiration for believers/consumers’. He goes on to argue that in 

a climate of consumerism, there is an elective affinity between religion, consumption, and 

capitalism (Coudert, 2023). This is particularly the case for the paranormal in general and ghosts 

specifically, as visual media such as ghost hunting television shows play a central role in the 

dissemination of ideas about ghosts, as well as the marking of which locations are socially coded 

as ‘haunted’ (Ironside, 2022).  

From this perspective, the search for ghosts becomes a flexible form of quasi-spiritual 

syncretism that can be remodeled and restyled according to the needs of a distinctly media-

driven neoliberal consumerism (Gauthier, 2019). That is to say, ghosts can be used to sell things 
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to particular types of people. In the first instance, this is because ghost tourism is a part of the 

‘experience economy’ – where money is exchanged for a particular type of experience-led 

service (Pine & Gilmore, 2011). Secondly, ghost tourism takes its inspiration from any number 

of sources – historical, cultural, and religious – to reproduce individuated identities that are 

supported through the consumption of particular products.  

Indeed, emerging literature explores the motivations of individuals who engage with 

ghost tourism. Motivating factors include seeking an authentic experience of the paranormal; to 

have fun; to explore issues of mortality and spirituality; to learn about the past events and 

heritage, or the darker side of history; and, to experience a negative emotional response in a 

relatively safe environment (Dancausa et al., 2023; Ironside, 2018; Ivanova & Light, 2018; 

Singleton, 2017; Thompson, 2008, 2010). 

However, while these activities are clearly popular, participation in ghost tourism cannot 

be taken for granted. ‘Believing in ghosts’ is often seen to be unsophisticated, superstitious, and 

deviant (Goode, 2000), and there is a long-standing recognition that stronger social bonds tend to 

inhibit deviant behavior (Hirschi & Stark, 1969). In other words, the more that an individual is 

integrated within society, the higher the risk there is in engaging with deviant beliefs and 

behaviors – and this includes the belief in ghosts and other paranormal phenomena. Rice (2003), 

for example, provides some evidence to suggest that where members of a society have increased 

levels of education, income, and status, they are less likely to seek out alternative belief systems. 

On the other hand, alternative beliefs are more likely for those who do not have access to these 

things. This is what is usually referred to as the marginalization hypothesis or deprivation theory: 

people who believe in the paranormal are more likely to have lower levels of education, income 
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and status. This is because they have less to lose by believing in ideas that might otherwise be 

seen as deviant (Goode, 2000). 

Extending this premise to religion, Stark and Bainbridge (1996) similarly argue that 

increased levels of interconnection within a society will decrease the attraction of alternative 

forms of religion and spirituality (see also Wuthnow 1978). If people feel as if they are part of a 

greater whole, there is little need to seek the benefits of membership elsewhere. This means that 

where there are increasing levels of diversity in belief, we might expect other forms of 

alternative beliefs to be more common. Indeed, Bainbridge (2004) highlights that conventional 

Christian denominations discourage participation with the supernatural and the occult. So, if a 

person is tightly bound to conventional beliefs, we should expect them to find paranormal beliefs 

risky and unattractive (Orenstein, 2002). This is precisely the pattern that has been identified 

with regard to religion, whereby participation in a religious organization—particularly if it is 

ideologically exclusivist—reduces interest, beliefs, and experiences of the paranormal. In 

contrast, supernatural religious beliefs and experiences that are untethered from organized 

religion increase paranormalism (Baker et al. 2016). 

While deprivation/marginalization theory might predict a negative relationship between 

conventional Christian beliefs and paranormal ones, the evidence is mixed. Bader et al. (2017), 

for example, found negative relationships between education and belief in fortune-tellers, 

astrology, hauntings and Bigfoot, but no effect with respect to belief in UFOs, prophetic dreams 

or Atlantis. Silva and Woody (2022) also report negative effects of education on belief in 

extraterrestrial visitations, hauntings, Bigfoot and Atlantis. In the context of the UK, Castro et al. 

(2014) also report that 37% of adults claim to have had at least one paranormal experience, with 

women, people in middle-age, and those living in the south-west more likely report an 
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experience. They also provide evidence to suggest that a considerable minority of people 

continue to report paranormal experiences within the UK. 

However, while previous research has outlined some of the individual-level social 

characteristics of interest in the paranormal in general, and ghosts specifically, there is currently 

no systematic assessment of the communal-level social and spatial dynamics that might support 

or inhibit the presence of sustained ghost tourism. This includes the spatial arrangement of ghost 

tourism and the social and economic factors that might support or inhibit it.  

As an entry point into this problem, it is possible to assess the regional dynamics of ghost 

tourism in England and Wales using the boundaries associated with Lower Tier Local 

Authorities (LTLAs). LTLAs are administrative/council areas within the UK that provide local 

services. This includes education, social services, libraries, road maintenance, public transport, 

fire services, trading standards, waste disposal and strategic planning. In 2023, there were 296 

LTLAs in England and a further 22 in Wales (n=318). In terms of population, the smallest 

authority in England is Rutland, with 41,381 people, and the largest Birmingham City, with a 

population of 1,142,494. Cardiff has the largest LTLA population in Wales 317,000 and the 

smallest is Merthyr Tydfil, with a population of 55,000 (ONS 2022). The average LTLA 

contains 183,351 people, with 75% of LTLAs having an area of 551.7 (sq kms) or less. This is 

effectively an area measuring 23.5 kms squared. 

There are several advantages of using these boundaries as areal units of analysis. LTLAs 

are designed with service delivery in mind and provide a reasonable assessment of what people 

might experience as ‘local’. This is because they do reflect the administrative boundaries of local 

decision-making. Furthermore, as administrative units with ‘real world’ application, 

requirements of local government reporting mean that there is much alignment between these 
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areas and the data provided by the Office for National Statistics (ONS). As a result, there are 

many opportunities for data synchronization and harmonization, with the LTLAs acting as a 

relatively stable unit of analysis for a wide range of data. The digital vector boundaries 

associated with LTLAs are freely available from the Office of National Statistics’ ‘open 

geography’ portal, who also provide a range of economic, social and population statistics in 

relation to these units (ONS, 2023a). 

Drawing on the digital vector boundaries of Lower Tier Local Authorities in England and 

Wales, this study presents spatial analysis of ghost tourism in England and Wales. Using a 

variety of local government and Census:2021 data as covariates, the study provides an empirical 

exploration of the factors that underpin the supply and consumption of ghost tourism. 

 

Methods 

Data 

The data used for this study were compiled from four different sources. First, the geographical 

units for analysis are the digital vector boundaries that constituted the 318 Lower Tier Local 

Authorities in England and Wales as of November 2023. These vectors are freely available from 

the UK Government’s Open Geography Portal (ONS 2023a). Second, the study draws upon a 

bespoke dataset relating to the presence or not of a sustained ghost hunt or/and ghost walk within 

a Lower Tier Local Authority area. These data were manually compiled from the results of 

internet searches according to a pre-specified framework. Thirdly, data are also taken from the 

‘subnational indicators dataset for Sept 2023’. Released on a quarterly basis, the strategy 

provides official statistics on a variety of themes that are aggregated to the Lower Tier Local 

Authority level (ONS, 2023). Fourthly, we also incorporate data taken from ‘Census:2021’ - the 
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23rd official census of the United Kingdom. Again, this data is aggregated to the Lower Tier 

Local Authority Level (ONS, 2022). 

The resulting dataset consisted of a range of aggregated measures that can be used to 

assess the demographic, social, and economic characteristics of Lower Tier Local Authorities in 

relation to the supply of ghost tourism. 

 

Measures 

Dependent Variables 

We sought to construct a measure of ghost tourism that assessed the presence (or not) of a 

regular and sustained ghost hunt or ghost walk within the 318 digital vector boundaries of each 

Lower Tier Local Authority. To make this assessment, we designed a search strategy using the 

Google search engine. The strategy consisted of the search terms ‘ghost walk’, ‘ghost hunt’, and 

‘ghost tour’, alongside the full title of the LTLA (also in parentheses). Results were then 

scrutinized for relevance. If a ghost hunt or ghost walk was located, then further examination of 

relevant websites and/or associated searches were made according to whether the event was on-

going and whether it occurred on a regular, and sustained, basis. By sustained, we mean tourism 

that is offered on a regular basis for paying customers.  

In some cases, the judgement for inclusion as sustained was straight-forward. 

‘Dr. Crank’, for example, advertises his ghost walk in Whitby, North Yorkshire, for five days a 

week in each week of January – while also offering private walks. On the other hand, while 

Muncaster Castle advertises itself as one of Britain’s most haunted castles, it only offers ‘one or 

two scientific ghost vigils each year’. But no dates were available when we performed the 

search, so we did not consider it to be a sustained location. 
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However, in other instances, inclusion/exclusion was more of a qualitative judgement. 

Many haunted locations were used by different paranormal groups. ‘Haunted Rooms’, for 

example, advertised the 26th of January, 19th of April, 16th of August, and the 8th of November 

for ‘an unforgettable night at Wortley Top Forge’ (all in 2024). However, the same location was 

also utilized by ‘Haunted Adventures’ who booked the site on the 5th of April, with ‘Paranormal 

Eye UK’ also holding an event there in October 2023, and the ‘Seeking Spirits’ group 

conducting a hunt in November of the same year. ‘Haunted Happenings’ also has a viewing page 

for the location, but did not show any dates at the time of our search. There was also evidence 

that organized ghost hunts had been taking place at the location since 2012. As a result, we 

considered Wortley Forge Top to be a sustained location. 

If our initial searches using the title of the LTLA failed to discover any ghost hunts or 

walks, we would then search for events in the individual towns and villages contained within the 

LTLA. For example, our initial searches in Tendring failed to produce any certifiable events. But 

upon searching areas within Tendring, such as ‘Manningtree ghost hunts’, we found ghost hunts 

and ‘interactive ghost walks’ at the specified location – in this case, the former home of 

Witchfinder General, Matthew Hopkins. These events were run by ‘Haunting Nights’, alternating 

between hunts and walks on a monthly basis. However, each event was repeated either on the 

same day (walks) or the day after (hunts). This effectively meant that there were twelve ghost 

hunts and twelve ghost walks in the area over a 12-month period. 

Specific searches within Tendring also located irregular hunts in Clacton-on-Sea at 

Martello Tower F, and a new hunt at the ‘Never say die’ public house in Jaywick. While we did 

not consider the events at Clacton-On-Sea or Jaywick to be regular or sustained, the events at 
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Manningtree were bookable four months in advance from an established company, and thus we 

concluded that there is regular and on-going ghost tourism in the Tendring area. 

The fragmented and often independent nature of the ghost tourism industry means that a 

definitive census of all the ghost-related tourism within each LTLA was beyond the scope of this 

study. But an accumulative ‘count’ was not the purpose of the measure we designed. Instead, we 

sought to identify those LTLAs in which regular and sustained activity could be considered to 

take place within the digital vector boundaries, and to distinguish these areas from those where 

there was no sustained activity. Once we determined if an area had a ghost hunt or walk, we did 

not conduct further searches. 

 

Independent Variables 

The independent variables consisted of a range of data that was aggregated to the level of Lower 

Tier Local Authority. Spatial data were constructed using the May 2023 Local Authority 

Districts Boundaries shapefile, currently available from the Open Geography Portal (ONS, 

2023a). This provided the digital vector boundaries for all LTLAs in England and Wales, and 

included recent changes for Cumberland, Westmoreland and Furness, North Yorkshire, and 

Somerset. These changes had amalgamated some smaller local authority districts into unitary 

authorities, which are now serving as LTLAs. All data associated with the independent variables 

referenced these obsolete districts, so we used a mean substitute taken from the areas that were 

amalgamated. More specifically, data for Cumberland were averaged from Allerdale, Carlisle, 

Copeland; Westmoreland and Furness were averaged from Barrow, Eden and South Lakeland; 

North Yorkshire from Craven, Hambleton, Harrogate, Richmondshire, Ryedale, Scarboro, and 
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Selby; and, Somerset averaged from Mendip, Sedgemoor, Somerset West and Taunton, and 

South Somerset. 

Evidently, analysis of spatial clustering tends to require complete coverage of a given 

area. Therefore, independent variables were selected by their capacity to provide data for each 

and every LTLA in England and Wales. As a result, there are no missing data points.  

To measure digital inclusion, life satisfaction, education, and employment, we used data 

taken from the Subnational Indicators Dataset for Sept 2023. This is provided by the Office of 

National Statistics (ONS, 2023). Developed in association with ‘the Department for Levelling 

Up, Housing and Communities’, these indicators were designed as metrics to monitor ‘Levelling 

Up’, a key policy of the UK Government (DLUHC, 2022). Digital inclusion was assessed by a 

percentage measure of premises within the LTLA with access to 125-megabyte broadband or 

greater – what is often referred to as gigabyte capable broadband. Life satisfaction was derived 

from the question ‘Overall, how satisfied are you with your life nowadays?’ This item was 

originally included in the Annual Population Survey (APS) and summarized in the Subnational 

Indicator Dataset. On a scale of 1 to 10, data are an average measure of satisfaction that was 

aggregated to LTLA level. 

Education is also taken from the Subnational Indicator Dataset and is again based on data 

taken from the Annual Population Survey. It is a proportional measure of the population aged 16-

64 within an LTLA who hold level 3+ qualifications. These are typically those qualifications that 

are equivalent to A Level that are taken in further education contexts. Similarly, the measure for 

employment is also taken from the APS via the Subnational dataset. It uses data up to March 

2023 to provide a proportion of the population who are considered to be employed. Gross 
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median weekly pay is an averaged measure for the LTLA that is derived from the Annual Survey 

of Hours and Earnings via the Subnational dataset. 

Measures for gender, median age, whiteness, households with children (aged 0-19), and 

population density were all taken directly from Census:2021 data (ONS, 2022). Gender was 

measured as a proportion of the females within the LTLA, with whiteness also a percentage 

measure of the white population within an area. Households with children was also a percentage 

measure aggregated to LTLA level. Population density was provided directly by Census:2021 

and is a measure of population size per kilometer. Aggregated to LTLA level, median age is 

taken as the midpoint where 50% of the area are above the age, and 50% below. 

Following the method outlined by Johnson and Grim (2013), we also used Census:2021 

to derive a Herfindahl-Hirschman Index of religious diversity. This method uses the relative 

percentage scores for each LTLA with respect to the nine-fold religious affiliation typology (‘no 

religion’, ‘Christian’, ‘Buddhist’, ‘Hindu’, ‘Jewish’, ‘Muslim’, ‘Sikh’, ‘other religion’, and ‘Not 

answered’) to compute a diversity index on a scale of 1 to 10, where high scores indicate more 

religious diversity. Again, drawing on Census:2021 data, the scale of the entertainment and 

accommodation industries within an area were taken as a percentage measure of the relative size 

of the industry within a particular LTLA. Higher scores indicate a greater proportional share of 

the entertainment/accommodation industry. 

The Rural Urban Local Authority Classification was used to assess rurality. This measure 

is provided by the UK government as an official assessment of the urban/rural nature of an 

LTLA. It provides a six-point classification based on the proportion of the population that resides 

in rural areas (ONS 2023b). The six categories are: Mainly Rural (80% or more of the population 

resides in rural areas); Largely Rural (Between 50% and 79% of the population resides in rural 
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areas); Urban with Significant Rural (Between 26% and 49% of the population resides in rural 

areas); Urban City and Town (under 26%, but in a sparse setting); Urban with Minor 

Conurbation (under 26% in a non-sparse setting); Urban with Major Conurbation (under 26% in 

a non-sparse setting with higher density). Due to small numbers in the minor category, we 

collapsed Urban with minor conurbation and Urban with major conurbation into a single 

category (Urban), which we used as the reference category. 

Wales does not use the Rural Urban Local Authority Classification. Instead, Welsh 

LTLAs are classified as: Rural (often described as ‘broadly rural’); Valleys (comprised of the 

heads of valley areas which have industrial areas within rural areas); Urban (the largest 

settlements in Wales); and, Other (large rural areas of with some highly concentrated 

settlements). We used the following transposition: Urban (City and Town); Valleys (Urban with 

significant Rural); Other (Largely Rural); Rural (Mostly Rural). Although the transposition is 

imperfect, it is an acceptable compromise for comparison. Descriptive statistics for the 

independent variables are available in Table 1. 

 

<insert Table 1. about here > 

 

All continuous independent variables were standardized before entry into multivariate 

models to facilitate comparisons of magnitude. 

 

Analysis 

To estimate the spatial relationships between LTLAs with ghost tourism, we first 

implemented a Join Count Analysis. Used with binary data, this statistic is designed to assess the 
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degree of clustering within a set of spatially adjacent polygons. If a given attribute occurs in an 

area, then the area will be assigned 1: if it does not, then it is assigned the category of 0. Where 

two neighboring areas share a common boundary, they are conceptualized as joined. We used 

Queen contiguity to assess spatial adjacency. This method includes both edges and corners. It is 

unlike Rook contiguity which only considers common edges. While the difference is often only 

slight when working with irregular polygons like LTLAs, Queen contiguity is usually the default 

method of spatial analysis. Using the R package, ‘spdep’ version .06-15 (Bivand et al., 2008), we 

assess the spatial arrangement of four iterations of the ghost tourism variables: ‘ghost hunts 

only’; ‘ghost walks only’; ‘ghost hunts OR ghost walks’; and ‘ghost hunts AND ghost walks’. To 

visualize the results, we used the tmap package, (version 3.3-4) available in R (Tennekes et al., 

2023). 

To implement the spatial regression, we used the R package ‘spmodel’, version 0.5.0 

(Dumelle et al., 2023). The package provides a range of functions to enable the partitioning of a 

region (in this case, England and Wales) into a finite number of sub-regions (the LTLAs) that 

measure the dependent variables (ghost tourism). It is then possible to use the covariates (the 

independent variables) to fit a model that explicitly incorporates the spatial dependence among 

nearby observations. We provide the fit statistics for a series binomial regressions relating to four 

measures: ghost hunts only; ghost walks only; ghost hunts OR ghost walks; and ghost hunts 

AND ghost walks. Each scenario has two models for comparison: a linear model with no spatial 

covariance; and, a full spatial model including all predictors. 

To compare the models, we make use of the 𝑝𝑠𝑒𝑢𝑑𝑜 − 𝑅2 statistic, 𝐴𝐼𝐶, 𝐴𝐼𝐶𝑐, BIC, Log-

Likelihood, and the leave-one-out cross validation method (𝐿𝑂𝑂𝐶𝑉). 𝑃𝑠𝑒𝑢𝑑𝑜 − 𝑅2 is a 

generalization of the classical 𝑅2 provided by the spmodel package, while 𝐴𝐼𝐶 and 𝐴𝐼𝐶𝑐 provide 
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an assessment of model fit. Lower scores indicate better fit, although there is a penalty for the 

number of parameters estimated. The 𝐴𝐼𝐶𝑐 is a correction to the AIC that is designed for smaller 

sample sizes. We report both statistics to aid transparency. In leave-one-out cross validation, a 

single observation is removed from the analysis, with the model then being refitted with a 

prediction for the removed observation. This procedure provides the basis for mean-squared-

prediction error, which can be compared across models. A lower score indicates better fit. Lower 

scores also indicate better fit with respect to BIC, while scores closer to 0 are preferred for Log-

Likelihood. 

 

Results 

Join Count Analysis 

Table 2 demonstrates that ghost tourism is prevalent across LTLAs within England and Wales. 

Ghost hunts appear in more LTLAs than ghost walks, but both are more likely than not. From 

318 LTLAs, there are three regions with no links (the Isles of Scilly, the Isle of Wight, and the 

Isle of Anglesey). 

 

<insert Table 2. about here> 

 

Figure 2 visualizes LTLAs with ghost hunts. The Join Count statistic suggests more joins 

for the 0 condition (no ghost hunt) than would be expected using Queen’s contiguity (𝑒𝑥𝑝0 = 

137.4, 𝑜𝑏𝑠0 = 159,  𝑝 = 0.019). However, no significant difference is reported for the presence 

of ghost hunts (𝑒𝑥𝑝1 = 280.62, 𝑜𝑏𝑠1 = 293, 𝑝 = 0.172). These results are confirmed by Monte 

Carlo simulation, which demonstrates a significant difference between the observed statistic and 
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what might otherwise be expected for the 0 condition (0 = 159, 𝑠𝑖𝑚𝑠 = 1000, 𝑟𝑎𝑛𝑘 = 986, 𝑝 = 

0.014). Again, no significant difference is reported for the presence of ghost hunts (1 = 293, 𝑠𝑖𝑚𝑠 = 1000, 𝑟𝑎𝑛𝑘 = 911.5, 𝑝 = 0.088). Therefore, we can conclude there is negative 

autocorrelation with respect to LTLAs that have ghost hunt tourism. Effectively, there is some 

evidence of clustering in the no ghost hunts condition. 

 

<insert Figure 1. about here> 

 

Again calculating the Join statistic with Queen’s contiguity, no significant effect is 

reported for the presence of ghost walks in either condition (𝑒𝑥𝑝0 = 330.83, 𝑜𝑏𝑠0 = 320, 𝑝 = 

.250; 𝑒𝑥𝑝1 = 105.77, 𝑜𝑏𝑠1 = 108, 𝑝 > .250). This is confirmed by the Monte Carlo simulation 

in both cases (0 = 320, 𝑠𝑖𝑚𝑠 = 1000, 𝑟𝑎𝑛𝑘 = 363.5, 𝑝 > .250; 1 = 108, 𝑠𝑖𝑚𝑠 = 1000, 𝑟𝑎𝑛𝑘 = 

685.5, 𝑝 > .250). Figure 2 visualizes the prevalence of ghost walks in England and Wales. 

 

<insert Figure 2. about here> 

 

Figure 3 provides a visualization of LTLAs with a ghost hunt OR ghost walk. Negative 

autocorrelation is reported for the hunts OR walks category (𝑒𝑥𝑝0 = 69.03, 𝑜𝑏𝑠0 = 85, 𝑝 = 

0.020; 𝑒𝑥𝑝1 = 406.62, 𝑜𝑏𝑠1 = 403, 𝑝 > .250). This result was confirmed by the Monte Carlo 

simulation (0 = 85, 𝑠𝑖𝑚𝑠 = , 𝑟𝑎𝑛𝑘 = 982, 𝑝 = 0.018; 1 = 403, 𝑠𝑖𝑚𝑠 = , 𝑟𝑎𝑛𝑘 = 603.5, 𝑝 > 

.250). 

 

<insert Figure 3. about here> 
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However, this effect is not sustained in the ghost hunt AND ghost walk condition 

(𝑒𝑥𝑝0 = 466.65, 𝑜𝑏𝑠0 = 448,  𝑝 > .250; 𝑒𝑥𝑝1 = 47.21, 𝑜𝑏𝑠1 = 52, 𝑝 = 0.232). The lack of 

autocorrelation is confirmed by the Monte Carlo simulation (0 = 448, 𝑠𝑖𝑚𝑠 = 1000, 𝑟𝑎𝑛𝑘 = 

234.5, 𝑝 > .250; 1 = 52, 𝑠𝑖𝑚𝑠 = 1000, 𝑟𝑎𝑛𝑘 = 794, 𝑝 = 0.206). Figure 4 visualizes the ghost 

hunt AND ghost walk category. 

 

<insert Figure 4. about here> 

 

We can conclude, therefore, that there is some evidence of clustering for LTLAs with no 

ghost hunts, and that this effect is strong enough to be sustained when carried into the hunts OR 

walks condition. It is likely that this result can be explained, at least in part, by the relatively 

notable lack of ghost hunts within central city areas, and London in particular. For instance, there 

are 284 LTLAs outside of the London area. 178 of these areas have ghost hunts (62.7%). 

However, within the inner and outer areas of London – where there are 34 LTLAs – only 9 

LTLAs have sustained ghost hunts (26.5%). Figure 5 provides a magnified visualization of the 

London LTLAs that have active ghost hunts. 

 

<insert Figure 5. about here> 

 

Spatial Analysis 

Table 3 shows the fit statistics for each linear and spatial model. In terms of ghost hunts, the 

evidence for a spatial model is mixed. While there is an increase in 𝑝𝑠𝑒𝑢𝑑𝑜 − 𝑅2 between the 

linear and spatial models, the difference in the leave-one-out cross validation (𝐿𝑂𝑂𝐶𝑉) is 
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negligible. However, the 𝐴𝐼𝐶, AICc, BIC and Log-Likelihood scores increase with the 

complexity of the model. These results suggest that the spatial component is somewhat limited. 

 

<insert Table 3. about here> 

 

There is also little support for a spatial model with respect to ghost walks. While there is 

a small increase in 𝑝𝑠𝑒𝑢𝑑𝑜 − 𝑅2, the 𝐴𝐼𝐶, AICc, BIC, 𝐿𝑜𝑔 − 𝐿𝑖𝑘𝑒𝑙𝑖ℎ𝑜𝑜𝑑 and 𝐿𝑂𝑂𝐶𝑉 support 

acceptance for the linear model. Similarly, although there is a marginal rise in explanatory power 

in respect to the 𝑝𝑠𝑒𝑢𝑑𝑜 − 𝑅2 score for the hunts OR walks category, the 𝐴𝐼𝐶, 𝐿𝑂𝑂𝐶𝑉 and 𝐿𝑜𝑔 − 𝐿𝑖𝑘𝑒𝑙𝑖ℎ𝑜𝑜𝑑 demonstrate little evidence for the spatial model over the linear one. This is 

also the case for hunts AND walks condition, where there is an increase in 𝐴𝐼𝐶, AICc, BIC and 𝐿𝑜𝑔 − 𝐿𝑖𝑘𝑒𝑙𝑖ℎ𝑜𝑜𝑑 scores between the linear and spatial models and a marginal difference 

between 𝐿𝑂𝑂𝐶𝑉. Therefore, while the 𝑝𝑠𝑒𝑢𝑑𝑜 − 𝑅2 score might provide evidence to accept the 

spatial model above the linear one in the case of ghost hunts, this is not the case in the three other 

conditions. This means that it is likely that there are additional drivers for the differences 

between regions in respect to ghost tourism. 

Table 4 shows the standardized coefficients for the spatial regression models and uses the 

aggregated sociodemographic measures as independent variables to predict the four conditions as 

outcomes. The results suggest some distinct, but not entirely unrelated, patterns between hunts 

and walks, and some more emergent themes for ghost tourism more generally. 

 

<insert Table 4. about here> 
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In the first instance, ghost hunts appear to be driven by lower levels of employment (𝛽 = 

-0.07; 𝑝 = 0.032) and lower median pay (𝛽 = -0.10; 𝑝 = 0.011), with largely rural (𝛽 = 0.28; p < 

0.05) and urban with some rural areas (𝛽 = 0.30; 𝑝 < 0.01) also demonstrating significance 

above urban areas. Higher levels of whiteness (ethnic diversity) are also marginal (𝛽 = 0.12; 𝑝 = 

0.072).  

On the other hand, ghost walks have significant associations with higher levels of 

entertainment industry (𝛽 = 0.17; p < .001), lower median age (𝛽 = -0.20; p < 0.01), lower 

median pay (𝛽 = -0.14; < .001), and lower population density (𝛽 = -0.14; p < 0.05).  

The primary drivers for the presence of any form of any sustained ghost tourism (ghost 

hunts OR ghost walks) are lower levels of employment (𝛽 = -0.08; p < 0.05), lower levels of 

median pay (𝛽 = -0.11; p< 0.01), and higher levels of religious diversity (𝛽 = 0.06; p < 0.05). 

Urban with some rural is also significant over the reference category (𝛽 = 0.23; p < 0.05), while 

‘largely rural’ (𝛽 = 0.20; p = 0.070) and higher levels of entertainment are marginal (𝛽 = 0.08; p 

= 0.075). 

For areas with both sustained hunts AND walks, lower median age (𝛽 = -0.19; p < 0.05) 

and lower median pay (𝛽 = -0.13; p < 0.001) are significant, with largely rural areas also 

achieving significance over the reference category (𝛽 = 0.26; p < 0.05).  

 

Conclusion 

This study provides the first exploration of the spatial and communal characteristics associated 

with ghost tourism in England and Wales. Using the digital vector boundaries of Lower Tier 

Local Authorities as the unit of analysis, we found evidence of negative spatial autocorrelation 

for ghost hunts. This means that there is more spatial clustering where ghost tourism is not 
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readily available. This effect is strong enough to continue to also report an effect for the hunt OR 

walk condition, but it does not extend to the hunt AND walk condition. It is likely that this is due 

to the comparative absence of ghost hunts that are situated within suburban city LTLAs, and 

particularly those in London. However, the lack of autocorrelation elsewhere suggests that the 

spatial distribution of ghost tourism across the local authority areas of England and Wales is 

relatively even. That is to say that the evidence for localized clustering of ghost tourism overall 

is limited. However, this is largely because ghost tourism is so prevalent, with over 70% of 

LTLAs having at least one sort of sustained activity within its borders; ghost hunts occur in 

nearly 60% of areas, and ghost walks in over 35%. 

The primary drivers for the presence of sustained ghost tourism (ghost hunts OR ghost 

walks) are lower levels of employment, lower levels of median pay, and higher levels of 

religious diversity. While any type of rurality is more predictive of ghost tourism than urban 

locations, areas that combine both urban and rural features are the most likely to sustain ghost 

tourism. Higher levels of entertainment as a proportion of local industry is also approaching 

significance, as are higher levels of whiteness. For areas with both sustained hunts AND walks, 

lower median pay, and lower median age are significant, with higher levels of accommodation as 

a proportion of industry also of marginal interest. Higher entertainment industry, lower median 

age, lower median pay, and lower population density are significant predictors of ghost walks, 

while lower pay, lower employment, largely rural and urban with some rural are predictive of 

ghost hunts only. 

Of course, the underlying assumption of any binomial regression is typically associative 

rather than causal. This means that characteristics that demonstrate a significant relationship with 

the dependent variables are instructive rather than directive. We also do not consider those areas 
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that manage to sustain more than one ghost hunt or ghost walk, and we do not attempt to assess 

other confounding variables associated with these activities. This might, for example, include 

assessing levels of paranormal belief that exist within particular LTLAs. 

However, the study is exhaustive of all LTLAs within England and Wales and, from that 

perspective, the results can be considered authoritative with respect to the variables of interest. 

Indeed, the sources of data we have drawn upon to construct the independent variables are both 

robust and timely, and together they offer a spatially granular description of the social and 

communal characteristics of local areas within England and Wales. 

The question, then, is how to account for the findings. In respect to ghost hunts, there is 

evidence at the communal level supporting the marginalization hypothesis (Rice, 2003). There is 

a communal deprivation effect, whereby ghost hunts are more likely to be sustained in areas with 

lower levels of income and employment. Similarly, there is evidence to support the notion of 

spatial liminality, with mixed urban/rural areas being more predictive of ghost hunts than those 

that are mostly urban or those that are mostly rural. It would seem that while ghosts need people 

to sustain them, too many people, or not enough, may inhibit any tourism centered on them. 

These communal patterns of ghost tourism are in line with theoretical perspectives 

highlighting how ghosts violate several social boundaries: past/present, presence/absence, 

human/inhuman, and the material/ethereal (Maddern & Adey, 2008). This is something that is 

often tacitly supported by the notion of a ‘haunted’ place (see Avery 2008; Hudson 2017). As 

Van Wagenen (2004, pp. 288–289) explains: ‘Investigating a haunting is a matter of following 

the figure of the ghost, between the past and present, the excluded and included and the visible 

and invisible to that dense site where history and subjectivity make social life’. The marginality 

associated with economic stagnation (lower income and lower employment) also supports the 
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idea that degrees of social liminality are important in the hunt for ghosts. These areas are not 

marked by total economic exclusion, but are also seemingly unable to offer full participation 

with late-modern economies that might otherwise be associated with highly urbanized, upscale 

life. So, a potential emphasis on paranormal and spiritual matters provides an economically 

viable, and meaningful, connection with something greater. 

Evidently, this is not to suggest that ‘haunted houses’ need to be situated within 

immediately liminal environments, as conventional environments can be subverted into 

‘uncanny’ locations through narrative framing (Ironside & Smith, 2025). Indeed, it appears that 

regular exposure to the contrast between urban and rural spaces within the local environment 

helps to sustain potential interest in the presence of ghosts. The same is also true of economic 

inclusion/exclusion. On the other hand, too much exposure to the material realities associated 

with urban environments or the predominantly rural appears to suppress that collective interest. 

Elsewhere, ghost walks appear less related to the urban/rural distinction. Instead, these 

are locations that are again associated with lower pay and not densely populated, but also remain 

attractive to younger people. It is likely that this is descriptive of the ‘entertainment’ driven 

economies associated with coastal locations and (regional) town and city centers, where ghost 

walks are part of a more or less vibrant nightlife.  

So, there is evidence in this study to suggest that ghost tourism is composed of two 

relatively distinct forms of activity, which have their own facilitative environmental conditions. 

This contrast between hunts and walks might be indicative of the symbiotic relationships that 

exist between the paranormal and the existential on one hand, and the paranormal and the 

commercial on the other (Gauthier, 2019). The popularity of paranormal tourism in the UK 
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draws on the increasing and overlapping trends of secularization, individualization, 

mediatization, and the experience economy (Clark et al., 2026).  

There is widespread recognition that organized religion is in a state of decline, and 

religion more broadly is in a state of transition, with some authors noting a subjective turn that 

gives primacy to inner experience rather than external obligation (Heelas, 1998). At the same 

time, other commentators have noted how paranormal beliefs – those rejected by both organized 

religion and science – are also growing more commonplace within Western contexts (Bader et 

al., 2017; Baker & Bader, 2014). The receding of organized religion has opened up increased 

amounts of cultural (and physical) space for paranormal beliefs and experiences (Clark et al., 

2025).  Far from disenchanting the world, secularization has opened up the space for 

paranormalists, such as ghost investigators, to experience a connection with the unknown while 

maintaining, or at least expressing, skepticism; a space that is not quite religion, and not quite 

science (cf. Hanks, 2025). 

Freed from the conformity of religious attendance and observance, the issue then 

becomes how to find, experience, and interpret the demands of any existential identity, whether 

it be spiritual or paranormal. This apparent demand for subjectivized, spiritual and paranormal 

experience has been met by any number of specific, commodified marketplaces where existential 

interests collide with commercial ones. The supply of ghost tourism that has emerged within the 

context of England and Wales is part of this commodified landscape, with both ghost hunts and 

ghost walks indicative of the continuing affinity that exists between religion, neoliberalism and 

popular culture (Possamai, 2017). 

In this respect, the topography of England and Wales is well suited to such an affinity. 

Both are littered with long, complex and relatively well-documented histories, as well as any 
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number of ghostly tales and traditions associated with particular locations (Underwood, 1993). 

As spectral geography perspectives have rightly emphasized, liminality and histories of death are 

key features of the distribution of a haunted landscape (Ironside, 2023). Further, the 

mediatization of haunted locations is an integral feature of which places become dark tourism 

destinations, particularly with regard to ghosts (Clark et al., 2026; Smith & Ironside, 2022). The 

comparatively small size of England and Wales, combined with the relatively large number of 

people living there, also means that these locations are within reach of audiences that are large 

enough to ensure that such activities are economically viable, particularly where the communal 

conditions outlined in this study are met.  

Of course, the extent to which these particular findings are reflected elsewhere in the 

world remains to be seen. However, this study offers a robust and replicable methodology 

through which the aggregated determinants of ghost tourism might be articulated and compared. 

By incorporating aspects of official data with secondary sources, and directing these aggregates 

toward a distinctly spatial analysis, these findings represent a significant extension to the 

literature on spectral geographies and ghost tourism. With spectral tourism expanding and 

thriving in post-modernity, understanding the social and spatial conditions that facilitate or 

hinder experiential dark tourism stands as an important area for further research and 

interpretation.    
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