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Research Project in Contemporary Cosmology
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Tim Ingold’s work highlights the importance of the sky and atmospheric conditions in shaping human experience, while also suggesting that contemporary ways of living may reduce direct engagement with the outdoor environment.[footnoteRef:1] This perspective reflects wider concerns about how contemporary lifestyles may be reshaping everyday relationships between people and their environments. Despite this, Nicholas Campion points out that the sky continues to hold cultural and symbolic significance, highlighting how it has always held a sense of awe and wonder across humanity.[footnoteRef:2] Together, these perspectives highlight a tension between possible reduced engagement with the sky and its continued cultural significance, raising the question of how individuals today experience and interpret the sky within the context of contemporary life.  [1:  Tim Ingold, ‘Earth, Sky, Wind and Weather’, The Journal of the Royal Anthropological Institute, 13 (2007), 19-38 (p. 32), https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9655.2007.00401.x]  [2:  Nicholas Campion, The Dawn of Astrology: A Cultural History of Western Astrology, The Ancient and Classical Worlds, (London: Continuum, 2008), p. 5.] 

Encounters with unfamiliar sky phenomena provide a particularly useful lens through which to explore this tension, as they create moments of attention and engagement even where everyday interaction may be limited.
Therefore, this study asks: how do adults in Northern England from a multigenerational social network interpret their experiences of unfamiliar phenomena in the sky? Using a qualitative approach combing an online questionnaire with follow-up semi-structured interviews, this research explores patterns of engagement, ways of knowing and forms of interpretation across different age groups, to better understand how relationships with the sky are shaped in contemporary life.
Literature Review
Ingold argues that humans do not inhabit a closed, interior world, but instead live within an open ‘weather-world’ shaped by the sky, wind and atmospheric conditions. Rather than viewing the sky as a distant back drop, Ingold suggests that weather and atmospheric phenomena form part of everyday lived experience. However, he also suggests that contemporary lifestyles often reduce direct engagement with this open environment, encouraging a perception of the world as enclosed and interior. This shift in human-environment relationships raises questions about how contemporary individuals experience and interpret the sky.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Ingold, ‘Earth, Sky, Wind and Weather’, p. 32.] 

Christopher Barnes and Holli-Anne Passmore similarly argue that contemporary lifestyles have contributed to a declining relationship between humans and the natural environment.[footnoteRef:4] They note a distinct lack of research investigating people’s connections to the ‘natural world at night’ and the factors that are important to humanity’s relationship with the night sky.[footnoteRef:5] This led to the development of the Night Sky Connectedness Index (NSCI) to address this gap.[footnoteRef:6] [4:  Christopher Barnes and Holli-Anne Passmore, ‘Development and Testing of the Night Sky Connectedness Index (NSCI)’, Journal of Environmental Psychology, 93 (2024), 1-11 (p. 1), https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvp.2023.102198]  [5:  Barnes and Passmore, ‘Development and Testing of the Night Sky Connectedness Index (NSCI)’, p. 2.]  [6:  Barnes and Passmore, ‘Development and Testing of the Night Sky Connectedness Index (NSCI)’, p. 3.] 

This raises questions about how individuals interpret and construct meaning from the sky. Stanisław Iwaniszewski argues that concepts of the sky are culturally specific and embedded within the social world of those who observe it. From a cultural astronomy perspective, interpretations of celestial phenomena are shaped not only by observation, but by social and cultural contexts.[footnoteRef:7] Iwaniszewski further conceptualises the sky as a ‘social field’, in which celestial phenomena acquire meaning through social and cultural interaction.[footnoteRef:8] He therefore argues against the idea that a given society or cultural system holds a single understanding of the sky, instead highlighting the multiplicity of celestial interpretations within the same social context. This suggests that individuals may construct differing meanings from shared celestial experiences.[footnoteRef:9] [7:  Stanisław Iwaniszewski, ‘The Sky as a Social Field’, Proceedings of the International Astronomical Union, 7.S278 (2011), 30-37 (p. 30), https://doi.org/10.1017/S1743921311012440]  [8:  Iwaniszewski, ‘The Sky as a Social Field’, pp. 32-33.]  [9:  Iwaniszewski, ‘The Sky as a Social Field’, p. 35.] 

This emphasis on cultural interpretation is also reflected in Campion’s work, where he states that across cultures and throughout history, human societies have consistently related their fears, hopes and beliefs to the sky. He suggests that fascination with celestial phenomena is not limited to ancient cultures but continues in modern society, reflecting an enduring human desire to understand our place in the universe. This positions the sky as a source of meaning through which individuals and societies interpret their world. Despite suggestions that contemporary lifestyles have reduced direct engagement with the sky, Campion argues that human fascination with the cosmos remains persistent across cultures and throughout history.[footnoteRef:10] Together, Campion and Iwaniszewski’s perspectives suggest that meaning is not inherent in the sky itself but also constructed through cultural and social processes.  [10:  Nicholas Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, (New York: New York University Press, 2012), p.1.] 

Building on this idea of enduring engagement, Tim Edensor and Nick Dunn argue that fascination with the night sky remains integral to what it is to be human. They describe a connection between ‘space and time that has shaped and been shaped by society, culture, and religion, as well as science’.[footnoteRef:11] They explore a once powerful relationship between humans and the night sky, before the advent of modern science. However, they also examine the modern use of artificial light, which floods nocturnal spaces and transforms the atmosphere of places at night.[footnoteRef:12] They further highlight a growing awareness of over-illumination and the damage it causes, not only to other creatures on Earth, but also to human experiences of dark skies.[footnoteRef:13] This highlights that while engagement with the night sky remains significant, it is increasingly shaped by changing environmental conditions and modern living, providing an important context for understanding how individuals interpret unfamiliar sky phenomena in contemporary life. [11:  Tim Edensor and Nick Dunn, ‘Dark Skies: Meanings, Challenges and Relationships’, in Dark Skies: Places, Practices, Communities, ed. By Tim Edensor and Nick Dunn, (Abingdon: Routledge, 2024), pp. 1-31 (p.3), ]  [12:  Edensor and Dunn, ‘Dark Skies: Meanings, Challenges and Relationships’, p. 11.]  [13:  Edensor and Dunn, ‘Dark Skies: Meanings, Challenges and Relationships’, p. 15.] 

The growing concern over light pollution and the transformation of nocturnal environments is further explored by Monika Derrien and Patricia Stokowski, who examine how dark night skies have increasingly been recognised as valuable natural and cultural resources.[footnoteRef:14] However, they argue that such issues have received limited attention in the scholarly literature, with research often focusing on behavioural studies of activities rather than the broader sociocultural contexts shaping night sky experiences.[footnoteRef:15] As a result, the ways in which night skies become meaningful to individuals across different settings remain underexplored. Given that dark skies are remote and often beyond direct human reach Derrien and Stokowski emphasise the importance of imaginative engagement, suggesting that personal imagination plays a significant role in how individuals interpret and derive meaning from night sky experiences.[footnoteRef:16] [14:  Monika M. Derrien and Patricia A. Stokowski, ‘Discursive Constructions of Night Sky Experiences: Imagination and Imaginaries in National Park Visitor Narratives’, Annals 	of Tourism Research, 85 (2020), 1-11 (p. 1), https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2020.103038]  [15:  Derrien and Stokowski, ‘Discursive Constructions of Night Sky Experiences’, p. 1.]  [16:  Derrien and Stokowski, ‘Discursive Constructions of Night Sky Experiences’, p. 3.] 

Joana B. V. Marques et al. further explore the emotional experience of sky observation, noting that observing the sky is a widespread practice within informal astronomy education and communication.[footnoteRef:17] Kessler, cited in Marques et al., suggests that astronomy often produces emotions such as awe and wonder, which play an important role in enhancing interest and engagement.[footnoteRef:18] Despite this, research into the emotional dimensions of sky observation remains limited and sky observations involving the public remain particularly under-researched.[footnoteRef:19] Their findings also suggest that these emotional experiences are frequently shared, occurring not only among friends and family members but also visitors and guides, highlighting the social nature of sky observation and meaning making.[footnoteRef:20] This compliments arguments by extending the focus from imaginative and cultural explanations to the lived, emotional and social experience of sky observation. [17:  Joana B. V. Marques et al., ‘Wonder and Awe Observing the Sky’, Astronomy Education Journal, (2024), 1-3 (p. 1), https://doi.org/10.32374/AEJ.AECON.2023.97aert]  [18:  Marques et al. ‘Wonder and Awe Observing the Sky’, p. 1.]  [19:  Marques et al. ‘Wonder and Awe Observing the Sky’, p. 1.]  [20:  Marques et al. ‘Wonder and Awe Observing the Sky’, p. 2.] 

This emphasis on meaning making is particularly significant when individuals encounter unfamiliar or ambiguous experiences, where interpretation and personal experience shape how such phenomena are understood. When individuals encounter unfamiliar phenomena, they may draw on established scientific or logical frameworks to interpret what has been observed. However, in cases where explanations are not readily available, particularly when experiences are ambiguous or difficult to verify, alternative interpretations may emerge. Eli Stark-Elster and Manvir Singh argue that when individuals encounter unfamiliar phenomena, uncertainty about what has been observed may lead to interpretations that extend beyond scientific or logical explanation.[footnoteRef:21] They further propose that when an interpretation results in an extraordinary belief, it is often shaped by the influence of sensory input, cognitive biases or the role of social and cultural processes.[footnoteRef:22] This reinforces the view across the literature that interpretation is not fixed, but shaped by multiple interacting factors, including perception, belief and context. [21:  Eli Stark-Elster and Manvir Singh, ‘How Experience Shapes Extraordinary Beliefs’, Trends in Cognitive Sciences, (2025), 1-13 (p. 1), https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2025.11.002]  [22:  Stark-Elster and Singh, ‘How Experience Shapes Extraordinary Beliefs’, p. 2.] 

Across this literature, a recurring theme emerges. Barnes and Passmore highlight a lack of research investigating people’s connections to the night sky, while Derrien and Stokowski note limited attention within scholarly literature to the sociocultural contexts shaping night sky experiences. Similarly, Marques et al. argue that research into the emotional dimensions of sky observation remains limited and that sky observations involving the public are under-researched. Together, these studies suggest that everyday experiences of the night sky and the meanings individuals derive from them remain insufficiently explored. This lack of research limits understanding of how individuals interpret unfamiliar phenomena. This limitation becomes particularly significant when considering that interpretations of unfamiliar phenomena may vary across personal, social and cultural contexts, as well as across generations, highlighting the need for further investigation. Taken together, the literature suggests a shift away from viewing the sky as a fixed object of observation, towards understanding it as something experienced, interpreted and given meaning through social, cultural and individual processes.
Variation in interpretation across generations is supported by Keith W. Campbell et al. who recognise that technological growth, cultural contact and major social and economic changes shape generational worldviews and experiences, potentially influencing how unfamiliar phenomena are understood. However, while generational differences may exist, variation within generational groups remains significant, highlighting the importance of avoiding overgeneralisation.[footnoteRef:23] This study therefore adopts a multigenerational approach to explore how interpretations of unfamiliar sky phenomena may vary across age groups. [23: Keith W. Campbell et al., ‘Generational Differences Are Real and Useful’, Industrial and Organizational Psychology, 8.3 (2015), 324-331 (p. 329), https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2015.43] 

This study addresses the limited research into everyday experiences of the sky and the meanings that individuals derive from them. The research contributes to understanding how individuals interpret and make sense of unfamiliar phenomena in the sky. By adopting a multigenerational approach, this study examines how interpretations may vary across generations. This study therefore seeks to understand how adults in Northern England from a multigenerational social network interpret their experiences of unfamiliar phenomena in the sky.
Methodology
Building on the gaps identified in the literature, this study explores how individuals interpret unfamiliar phenomena in the night sky within contemporary contexts. Technological developments, including satellites, aircraft and increasing space activity, are transforming the night sky and may create greater opportunities for misidentification and interpretation. Renewed lunar exploration, particularly through the Artemis Program led by NASA, has generated increased public interest across news outlets, social media and everyday offline conversations.[footnoteRef:24] These developments align with Ingold’s concept of a changing relationship between humans and the sky, as well as Campion’s discussion of enduring fascination with celestial phenomena, supporting the relevance of how individuals interpret unfamiliar sky experiences today. [24:  NASA, Artemis, (2026) Moon to Mars | NASA's Artemis Program - NASA [accessed 12 April 2026]] 

Research Design
This study adopts a qualitative mixed-method approach combining an online questionnaire with follow-up semi-structured interviews. A qualitative, interpretive approach was selected to allow for an in-depth exploration of participants’ experiences, interpretations and meaning-making processes. Using mixed methods research allows different qualitative approaches to be combined to give a more comprehensive understanding of the topic and provide a greater confidence in the results.[footnoteRef:25] A questionnaire was chosen as the primary method of data collection as it allows participants to respond to the same set of questions, enabling fair comparison.[footnoteRef:26] The questionnaire was used to gather generalised data for comparison, but also to gain the opportunity to see which participants had any experiences. Then using semi-structured interviews with selected participants enabled perspectives and experiences to be examined in greater depth.[footnoteRef:27] [25:  Alan Bryman, Quantity and Quality in Social Research, (London: Routledge, 1996) p. 131.]  [26:  Judith Bell and Stephen Waters, Doing your Research Project, (London: Open University Press, 2018) p. 32.]  [27:  Bell and Waters, Doing your Research Project,) p. 24.njnnjnfjnksnv] 




Participants and Sampling
Participants were recruited from a multigenerational social network in Northern England. This approach was chosen to allow for exploration of interpretations across different age groups while maintaining a shared social and cultural context. 
The study initially aimed to collect 20 questionnaire responses, providing a sample large enough to identify patterns, whilst remaining small enough to consider each response carefully, within the given timeframe. As participants belonged to the researcher’s existing social network, individuals were approached in person and invited to participate. Those who agreed were subsequently sent the questionnaire via email using Microsoft Forms. In total, 22 responses were received, as some participants forwarded the questionnaire to others who expressed an interest in the subject.
The questionnaire included participants aged between 18 and 80+, allowing for a multigenerational perspective. Following the questionnaire, seven participants were selected for follow-up interviews using purposive sampling.[footnoteRef:28] Selection aimed to reflect a range of age groups, variation in reported experiences of sky phenomena, levels of uncertainty and differing approaches to interpretation. [28:  Maiss Ahmad and Stephen Wilkins, ‘Purposive Sampling in Qualitative Research: A Framework for the Entire Journey’, Quality and Quantity, 59 (2025), 1461-1479 (p. 1462), https://doi.org/10.1007/s11135-024-02022-5 ] 

Data Collection
Data collection was carried out using an anonymous online questionnaire created in Microsoft Forms and emailed to the participants. The questionnaire included a combination of multiple choice and open-ended questions. At the beginning of the questionnaire there was a short scenario describing an unfamiliar phenomenon in the night sky, following this there was a series of questions exploring how the participants might interpret and verify the experience. It then asked what they would do should the explanations conflict and asking if they had any real-life experience of this type of experience. There was a final question giving them the opportunity to add their email address if they were willing to participate in a follow-up interview (see Appendix A).
Follow-up interviews were then conducted with seven selected participants. The interviews were semi-structured, using a set of standard questions alongside additional questions tailored to the individual responses (see Appendix B). Open questions were used for participants to describe their experiences in detail. This approach allowed for flexibility and deeper exploration of the participants’ experiences and perspectives.[footnoteRef:29] Interviews were originally intended to all be recorded during video calls. However, some participants expressed discomfort with recording. In these cases, detailed notes were taken during and immediately after the interviews. Notes were reviewed and expanded shortly after the interviews to ensure accuracy. While note-taking may limit the level of detail captured compared to those that were recorded, prioritising participant comfort ensured more open and relaxed discussions. The standard questions explored participants’ everyday engagement with sky, including how frequently they notice the sky, whether they discuss it with others and how they respond to others reports of unusual sky phenomena. [29:  Monique Hennink et al., Qualitative Research Methods, (London: SAGE Publication Ltd, 2011) pp. 118-119.] 

Data Analysis
The data was analysed using a thematic approach, identifying recurring patterns and themes across both questionnaire responses and interview data. These themes were developed inductively from the data, allowing key ideas to emerge through the process of analysis. As outlined by Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke, ‘themes capture something important about the data in relation to the research question and represent patterned meaning within the data set’.[footnoteRef:30] In practice, this involved coding responses to identify recurring patterns, which were then grouped into broader themes. This approach enabled comparison across participants, whilst also allowing for deeper exploration of individual experiences and interpretations.  [30:  Virginia Braun and Victoria Clarke, ‘Using Thematic Analysis in Psychology’, Qualitative Research in Psychology, 3.2 (2006), 77-101 (p.82), https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp063oa ] 

Ethical Considerations
The research question gives the location of participants as a very vague geographical area (Northern England). Interviews and questionnaires focused on interpretive processes and only age range was collected. As discussions included personal beliefs and interpretations, care was taken to ensure that participants felt comfortable and were not challenged or judged during interviews. Participants’ names were collected solely for the purpose of interview consent and have been stored securely and separately from the interview data. All interview transcripts and questionnaire responses have been anonymised and assigned codes or pseudonyms.
Participants were provided with a Participant Information Sheet before they accessed the questionnaire. The document outlined the purpose of the research, what participation involved and that participation is also voluntary. It also explained that by continuing and submitting the questionnaire they were providing informed consent to participate in the study. The information sheet also explained why participants had been invited, outlined the age restriction, provided details about optional follow-up interviews, described how the research findings will be used and how data will be stored.
The questionnaire was anonymous and did not collect any identifiable data. It was configured so that it did not automatically record participants details. However, participants who volunteered for a follow-up interview provided an email address, so that the interview could be arranged. This information was only used for the purpose of arranging interviews and was not linked to questionnaire responses. Any personal data collected has been stored securely and is only accessible by the researcher. All data has been anonymised during transcription and analysis. As questionnaire responses are anonymous, it was explained to the participants that it may not be possible to withdraw individual responses once they have been submitted. Participants who took part in the follow-interviews were also made aware that they may withdraw their interview data up until the point that it is anonymised and included in the analysis. 
Reflexivity
As the researcher, I occupied a position as both an insider and an outsider within this study. Participants were recruited from my existing social network, meaning that I shared a degree of familiarity and social context with them. The insider position supported participant comfort and openness, particularly when discussing personal beliefs and interpretations of unfamiliar sky phenomena. However, this familiarity also introduced the potential for bias, as participants may have shaped responses on perceived expectations or existing relationships. 
At the same time, I also adopted an outsider role as the researcher, analysing participants’ responses from a critical and interpretative perspective. Maintaining awareness of this dual position helped to minimise bias and support reflexive engagement throughout the process. Additionally, my personal interest in unfamiliar sky phenomena was an influence on the way the research topic was developed. While this interest supported engagement with the research, care was taken to avoid influencing participants’ responses. Recognising this insider-outsider position allowed for greater reflexivity and transparency, strengthening the credibility of the research findings.
This reflects wider discussions of reflexivity in qualitative research, where the researcher’s position is understood to shape both the production and interpretation of the data.[footnoteRef:31] In this study, this is particularly relevant given the shared social context between myself and participants, which may have shaped the ways in which experiences were discussed and understood. [31:  Hennink et al., Qualitative Research Methods, pp. 19-20.] 

Limitations
This study has some limitations. Participants were recruited from an existing social network, which may have resulted in shared cultural or social perspectives influencing responses. Additionally, participation was voluntary, meaning that individuals with a particular interest in sky phenomena may have been more likely to take part. The relatively small sample size also limits the generalisability of the findings. However, the qualitative nature of the study prioritises depth of understanding over broad generalisation. A further limitation is that some interviews were documented through note-taking rather than video or audio recording, so there is potential for reduced detail compared to full transcripts.

Discussion and Findings
The analysis of the questionnaire and interview data revealed recurring themes, which reflect differences in ways of knowing, levels of engagement with the sky, experiences and variations across age groups. This section presents the findings, presented into three key themes: engagement with the sky, ways of knowing and authority and the interpretation of unfamiliar sky phenomena.
Engagement With the Sky
A key theme emerging from the data was variation in how participants engage with and notice the sky in everyday life. While some participants reported frequent experiences of unusual sky phenomena, others described little to no engagement. Among those who had witnessed something unusual, experiences followed different interpretive trajectories. Some participants initially did not recognise what they were seeing but later discovered an explanation, whereas others remained uncertain and did not reach a definitive conclusion. The following account is from a participant who described an encounter of unusual sky phenomena, and was later able to make sense of what they had seen.
“It was late into the evening, and me along with another person had gone out to sit under the stars given it was a clear night. We were chatting and staring into the sky, pointing out aircrafts and constellations when something strange caught my eye. A long fast strip of what appeared to be stars shot across the sky in a perfectly straight line, in surprise I immediately alerted the person beside me pointing and asking "what is that!?". At the time, I truly believed I was experiencing something unworldly / supernatural and couldn't believe my eyes. I'd never, and still haven't, seen anything like it. I was then told that it could have been Elon Musk's Starlink, upon an internet search and reviewing images online I confirmed that that had been what I'd witnessed.”
This example highlights how unfamiliar sky phenomena can be initially interpreted as unknown or extraordinary explanations, before subsequently discovering an explanation. As seen in the above account, some participants were able to identify explanations through further investigation, the following two accounts describe experiences that remain unexplained.
“I was in my back garden standing on the top of a climbing frame and saw a frisbee shaped object float across the neighbours garden, over our garden then over all the other gardens down the road and disappear into the trees, I was only about 10 and me and my sister didn’t really know what it was but we were confused, and still confused to this day.”
“I was driving home at night and a green ball of light came out of the sky and ran parallel to the road for a couple of seconds then vanished into trees at the side of a field. I wondered if it was something extraterrestrial or a meteor. When I searched online, it most fit the description of meteor or space debris. But the internet said that there hadn't been any in the area on those dates and times. So, I'm left to wonder what it was I actually saw.”
Together, these accounts illustrate that encounters with unfamiliar sky phenomena do not always lead to a full understanding, with some remaining open-ended and contributing to a continued sense of uncertainty.
While these accounts show how individuals experience and interpret the sky, the questionnaire data reveals broader patterns in who engages with the sky and how this varies across age groups. Of the 22 participants, 12 reported having experienced unusual sky phenomena, while 10 had not. However, this distribution was not even across age groups. Of those who had not reported any such experiences, the majority (8 participants) were in the aged 18-29 group. While this may partly reflect the larger number of participants within this age category, it nonetheless suggests a tendency for younger participants to report fewer direct experiences of unusual sky phenomena.
A notable observation that emerged from the interviews was variation in how different generations engage with the sky, with participants also offering explanations for why that might be. Participants suggested that older individuals were more likely to look up at the sky as part of their daily routine, often in relation to practical concerns such as monitoring the weather. In contrast, a number of participants described younger people engaging less with the sky and their wider surroundings, attributing this to the use of mobile phones and a tendency to be looking down at screens. Some participants also suggested that this downward orientation may reflect broader social behaviours, such as avoiding eye contact and avoiding social interactions in public spaces. This pattern also reflects Ingold’s argument that contemporary ways of inhabiting the world can reduce direct, embodied engagement with the environment, as attention becomes directed away from people’s surroundings.[footnoteRef:32] This indicates that generational differences in engagement are shaped not only by experience, but by everyday habits of attention and orientation, which in turn influence not just how unfamiliar sky phenomena are noticed and interpreted, but whether they are noticed at all. [32:  Ingold, ‘Earth, Sky, Wind and Weather’, p. 32.] 

Ways of Knowing and Authority		
Another key theme emerging from the data was variation in how participants sought to verify and make sense of unfamiliar sky phenomena and the forms of knowledge and authority that they drew upon. As discussed in the previous theme, some participants were able to reach explanations for what they had observed, while others remained uncertain. Building on this, this theme explores the different strategies participants use to resolve (or attempt to resolve) uncertainty and how these varied across age groups. 
A clear pattern emerged across the data, suggesting a generational gradient in approaches to verification. Younger participants (aged 18-29) were more likely to rely on digital tools, including search engines, social media and AI platforms to interpret unfamiliar sky phenomena. In contrast, older participants more frequently described drawing on their own personal knowledge and experience. Middle age groups tended to adopt mixed strategies, combing digital, social and experiential forms of verification.
The following accounts illustrate different forms of verification in practice.
“In 2025 we saw a weird blue, spiral shaped light at night, it was so weird and we had no idea what it was at the time, we knew it was not any shooting star or meteor, I actually thought it was some kind of UFO or aliens, it was something I have never seen before, so we looked it up on Google and it turned out it was caused by a Spacex rocket.”
This account, from a younger participant, reflects a form of digitally mediated verification, in which uncertainty is addressed through online searching. Notably, as can be seen in this account and in an account from the previous theme, some accounts involved the identification of phenomena linked to recent developments in space technology, including SpaceX launches. In these cases, participants relied on digital platforms to interpret what they had seen, highlighting how changes in the sky are understood through evolving systems of knowledge.
“On board a ship in arctic circle when we saw strange lights in the sky we thought initially it was some kind of searchlights in the sky. We later discovered that it was the Aurora Borealis (northern Lights) information was from the captain of the ship who was familiar with the phenomenon.”
In contrast, this account from an older participant demonstrates a form of verification grounded in the expertise of a more experienced individual.
While participants engaged with a wide range of verification strategies, patterns of trust also highlighted further distinctions in how authority is understood. Many participants expressed confidence in institutional sources, particularly scientific organisations. However, digital and AI based sources also emerged as important, especially among younger participants. This reflects a tension, as described by Ingold, between direct lived experience and more mediated forms of interpretation.[footnoteRef:33] In this study, this often takes places through digital technologies, such as AI platforms and flight tracking applications.  [33:  Ingold, ‘Earth, Sky, Wind and Weather’, p. 32.] 

Interestingly, trust in the government or official statements was notably low within the sample, particularly among participants over the age of 29, where no selections of this source were made. Government sources were largely absent as a preferred authority, suggesting that they are not widely perceived as a credible or relevant source of information in this particular area.
Taken together, these findings indicate a shift in how authority is distributed, with traditional institutional trust in scientific institutions remaining strong, while digitally mediated forms of knowledge gain prominence and others, such as government sources, are marginalised. This shift is particularly evident across age groups, reflecting changing relationships to knowledge, authority and the role of technology in making sense of the sky.
Interpreting Unfamiliar Sky Phenomena
A third key theme emerging from the data concerns how participants interpret unfamiliar sky phenomena. When confronted with something they could not immediately recognise, participants drew upon a range of possible explanations. These ranged from conventional and scientific interpretations, such as aircraft, satellites or atmospheric phenomena, to more uncertain or speculative phenomena, including UFOs or extraterrestrials. This variation highlights the interpretative nature of such encounters, where meaning is not fixed but constructed through individual perception, prior beliefs and available knowledge. As a result, unfamiliar sky phenomena often occupy a space of ambiguity, in which multiple explanations remain possible. This interpretive process is closely linked to patterns of engagement and forms of knowledge and authority, reinforcing the interconnected nature of these themes across the data.
One example illustrates how interpretation can vary, even when the visual stimulus is the same. A participant described an encounter in which they perceived a figure standing on a cloud looking towards the moon. They described the experience as:
“I was walking my dog one evening, it was slightly cloudy and the moon was in the sky. I don't recall whether it was a full moon or not. There looked to be a figure standing on a cloud looking up at the moon. I managed to take a picture (see figure 1) but my mind isn't made up about the moment.”
[image: ]
Figure 1 - A participant provided an image of what they described as ‘looking like a figure standing on a cloud looking up at the moon’.

While the image may be interpreted as a natural cloud formation illuminated by moonlight, the participant described the experience as not aligning with this explanation at the time. The encounter was significant enough that it led them to question previously held sceptical views. This aligns with Stark-Elster and Singh’s argument that uncertainty in interpreting unfamiliar phenomena can lead individuals to consider explanations beyond conventional scientific frameworks.[footnoteRef:34] [34:  Stark-Elster and Singh, ‘How Experience Shapes Extraordinary Beliefs’, p. 1.] 

This example further highlights the interpretive nature of unfamiliar sky phenomena, where meaning is not inherent in the experience itself, but constructed by the observer.  This reflects Iwaniszewski’s argument that interpretations of the sky are shaped by social and cultural contexts, while also showing that individuals may construct different meanings from similar experiences.[footnoteRef:35] The same visual stimuli can give rise to multiple interpretations, shaped by an individual’s perception and prior beliefs. As such, encounters with unfamiliar sky phenomena are inherently subjective, with meaning emerging through interpretation rather than observation alone.  [35:  Iwaniszewski, ‘The Sky as a Social Field’, p. 35.] 

Summary of Findings
Taken together, these findings demonstrate clear links between engagement with the sky, the ways in which unfamiliar phenomena are understood, and how they are ultimately interpreted. Participants who engaged more frequently with the sky were more likely to report encounters with unfamiliar phenomena, as seen in older participants who described engaging with the sky regularly and reporting a higher number of experiences. In contrast, the younger age group reported lower levels of engagement, with participants attributing this to the use of mobile phones and changing social behaviours. This reflects Ingold’s argument that contemporary ways of living can reduce direct engagement with the environment.[footnoteRef:36]  [36:  Ingold, ‘Earth, Sky, Wind and Weather’, p. 32.] 

Differences in how knowledge was accessed and verified also shaped how participants made sense of their experiences, with the younger participants relying more on digital tools, older participants drawing on personal knowledge and the middle age groups adopting a mix of both. This shows a clear pattern across the data, suggesting a generational gradient in approaches to verification.
In addition, interpretations were not fixed but were shaped by individual perception and prior beliefs. These patterns reflect broader arguments, as described by Campion, that engagement with the sky is culturally shaped and varies across individuals and social contexts.[footnoteRef:37] Across these themes, generational differences suggest that changing relationships with technology and everyday practices are influencing how the sky is experienced and understood, in line with broader generational patterns discussed by Campbell et al.[footnoteRef:38] [37:  Campion, Astrology and Cosmology in the World’s Religions, p.1.   ]  [38:  Campbell et al., ‘Generational Differences Are Real and Useful’, p. 329.] 

Conclusion
This study has shown that interpretations of unfamiliar sky phenomena are shaped by interconnected patterns of engagement, ways of knowing and individual perception, which vary across generations. Differences in engagement influenced not only how often participants encountered unfamiliar phenomena, but also how they understood and made sense of them. These patterns were closely linked to generational differences in how knowledge was accessed and validated, which in turn shaped the interpretations that were reached.
As a result, the sky does not emerge as a fixed or universally understood environment, but one whose meaning is constructed through socially and culturally situated processes of interpretation. Encounters with unfamiliar phenomena highlight this particularly clearly, as individuals draw on different forms of knowledge and experience to resolve, or remain, in uncertainty.
These findings support Ingold’s suggestion that contemporary ways of living can reduce direct engagement with the environment, whilst also reflecting Campion’s argument that the sky continues to hold cultural and symbolic significance. However, this significance is not uniform, as it varies across individuals and social contexts.
Overall, this study suggests that relationships with the sky are being reshaped through changing patterns of attention, technology and everyday practice, resulting in new ways of experiencing and interpreting the sky in contemporary life.
Future research could explore whether these patterns are evident across wider or more diverse populations, particularly in relation to generational differences, and how they continue to develop as technological engagement with the sky increases.
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Appendix B
Standard questions for interview, plus individual questions depending on the participants’ answers.
1. How much would you say you notice the sky in your day-today life?
2. How much do you think people in your age group notice the sky in their day-to-day life? 
3. Is the sky something you discuss with friends, family or colleagues? 
4. Have other people ever told you about unusual things they have seen in the sky? If so, how did you respond to that?
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Questionnaire: Interpreting Reactions to Unfamiliar
Phenomena in the Night Sky

By continuing and submitting this questionnaire, you confirm that you have read the Participant
Information Sheet and consent to take part in the study.

When you submit this form, it will not automatically collect your details like name and email address

unless you provide it yourself.

1. What is your age group? (1}

O 18-29
O 30-39
40 - 49
50-59
60 - 69
70-79

80 +

O O O O O
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2. Imagine you see a bright light in the night sky that you cannot immediately
identify. It appears to move slightly, possibly changing position and/or
brightness. There is no obvious sound, and you observe it happening for over a
minute. What would your first thoughts be about what it might be? Please
explain your reasoning. [T}
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Enter your answer
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3. What would you do to try and verify what it was? (Please tick all that apply) [T}

Ask a Nearby Witness

Contact a Friend or Family Member

Use a Search Engine (e.g. Google)

Check a Specific App or Website (e.g. Flight Tracker or Astronomy App)

Use Social Media

Ignore it / Nothing

Other

4. If you looked for an explanation, which one source would you be most likely to
trust? 1)

O
O

O O O O O

Your Own Opinion of the Experience

The Nearby Witness

Friends and Family

Social Media

Scientific or Astronomy Organisations

Government of official statements

Local / National News
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(O Other
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5. If different explanations conflicted, how would you decide which one you
believed? [}

Enter your answer
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6. Have you ever experienced in real life, something in the sky that you weren't
able to immediately identify? If yes, please describe:

* Where you were and what you saw
* What you believed it was at the time
* Whether that belief has changed from your initial reaction and why

ax)

Enter your answer

7. If required, would you be willing to take part in a short follow-up interview
about your responses? [T}

O ves
O No




image11.png
8. If yes, please provide your email address below: [T}

Enter your answer




