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Abstract: Persistent forms of nondual awareness, enlightenment, mystical experience,
and so forth (Persistent Non-Symbolic Experience) have been reported since antiquity.
Though sporadic research has been performed on these experiences, the scientific
literature has yet to report a large-scale cognitive psychology study of this population.
Method: Assessment of the subjective experience of 319 adult participants reporting
persistent non-symbolic experience was undertaken using 6-12 hour semi-structured
interviews and evaluated using grounded theory and thematic analysis. Results: Five core,
consistent categories of change were uncovered: sense-of-self, cognition, affect,
perception, and memory. Participants’ reports formed phenomenological groups in which
the types of change in each of these categories were consistent. Multiple groupings were
uncovered that formed a range of composite experiences. The variety of these
experiences and their underlying categories may inform the debate between
constructivist, common core, and participatory theorists.

BE : E- M EROKRRMGIRE, BY. MIBMNARER, 4L (BRIER SRR
NEELIYVBESINTE -, TNSDARERIZDOVNTIX, BIEMEHENTHON TSN, &
PHEXEKICIE. COEAERRE LERBBEGRMODEERRITELZH/RES A TR,
Bk ME L3192 DORASIMEDFHIEROFTM, HFiRmGIERL SRR, 6-128F
MOEEBELEAVTERINT-. A1 VP E1—%2TW. 59Ty R -4 —¢&F7—
TRAMERANTCEEL =, &R : 52007, TEO—EL=ATIV—IHLSHIZEH
- BCEH. 24, £E. ANE., LE, SNEORSIE. UTOLSBEEEHITIL—T
ALz, SN ATIU—DEILDEFAIZ—E LTV =, EHOTIL—TITHAL
HESHERBRZEBLTWAZENHLNIHE 2Tz, ChDDZHA
REBLEZORKEICHSIATIV—IE. UTORBDERICEREZSZ T NS LAKLY,
BREIEsE. 827, SMEERR,

Keywords: non-symbolic consciousness, non-symbolic experience, nondual
awareness, enlightenment, mystical experience, spirituality

F—0—F : FESHNER. FRSHER. FF-THERE.
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Introduction
B

A category of human experience has been reported in the writings of philosophers and
mystics since antiquity (Combs, 2003; Hanson,1991; Stace, 1960). It goes by many names,
including: nondual awareness, enlightenment, mystical experience, transcendental
experience, the peace that passeth understanding, unity consciousness, union with God,
and so forth (Levin & Steele, 2005; MacDonald, 2000; Thomas & Cooper, 1980).

These types of experiences, referred to collectively in this paper as Persistent NonSymbolic
Experience (PNSE), are often reported in spiritual and religious individuals; however,
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atheists and agnostics also report them (Newberg, d’Aquili, & Rause, 2001; Newberg &
Waldman, 2006, 2009).

ABIOBRBOATIIE, GRLUE, HE2EPLHHMEIERFTOZ/ETHRE SN TLVSH(Combs,
2003; Hanson,1991; Stace, 1960), ZNILZ DRARITE LN D, IFZTWLEERH. BY.
RS IARER, BHMGAER, BREZBA-FN. Hi—EBH. fLOMELLEEEL (Levin
& Steele, 2005; MacDonald, 2000; Thomas & Cooper, 1980),

COMXTIE, SNEDF A TOHERERERFF L THBEMIETLSHAER (PNSE) LIESA.
AEYFa1aT7ILEBEAORENBEATEHLIELIERES N EH, EMGE OGS LIRS
L TL'% (Newberg, d'Aquili, & Rause, 2001; Newberg & Waldman, 2006, 2009)

Virtually all information about these experiences comes from highly variable self-report data
(McGinn, 1991; Stace, 1960). These types of experiences have traditionally been regarded
as difficult to examine scientifically. Given the number and range of research tools available
it seems increasingly possible to rigorously explore these types of psychological claims. The
present research set out to determine testable claims and collect detailed first-person data in
a way that sought to minimize the religious, cultural, and other contextual ways in which
PNSE is often described. Questions were asked that related to: sense of self, cognition,
affect, memory, and perception. The results suggested that similar psychological claims that
clustered into distinct groupings were present across individuals self-reporting PNSE. These
distinct groupings each appeared to offer a specific subjective flavor of the experience.

NLDREBRIZEATI2EELDTRTOERIE. EEICAEHENEVNBCHRET—2D0HF
53+ DTHSH(McGinn, 1991; Stace, 1960), — DIEDRER(FGHAIZFZMIZARD D
NEELWESINTE, LML, FIAREEGHE Y —IILOBEGEHREZEZA D L. CDEDID
BEMFREFBRZEICHAETACENAREICHE>TETCWSESICBbNS, SEDOHET
[X. PNSEA LIXLIERR SN BREM. LM, ZTOMDXARM G A EZFR/RICINZ .
MREIATBELRERZREL., FHHE—AMOT—2ZNETHLFBME Lz, BRIE. B
CEH. 3B, XE., LB, AMRCET I EDOTHo1z. TOHERE. PNSEXZEHCHELT
WHEADEITIE, BHE2TIL—TI2HBEINIZBLUOLEBEMERNAFEL TSI LN
TEINfz, CNODEEHNLETIL—TIE. TRENHARBRBROBFEDETENLHRHL UL FIZE
LTWS&SIZRA T,

Defining the Phrase: Persistent NonSymbolic Experience (PNSE)
ERAIDER K#9IERR S KB (PNSE)

It was initially difficult to gain cooperation from this research population. They generally
believed they would not and could not be understood scientifically. Finding language that
did not push them away during their initial introduction to the research program proved
vital to their participation. Over the course of the research a variety of words and phrases
were explored to find one that would be broadly accepted by potential participants.
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LML, COMBERILDRHEBZIZEN#E LMo, WOIT—BIZ. BHELIEFR
FHICEFEINGL, BETELVWEEIATW =, IETOT S LADRVDEARIZ,
BOERMLDIFTHEWEEFERDITAHIEN, HODSMICFARTHSZ EMAS T,
HEDBEBETIE, BEMESMBIZLG ZTANONDIEEEZRDITS0IC,. BRRALEE
HPEVEILAER SN,

The term non-symbolic was derived from Cook-Greuter’s (2000) research involving ego
development and transcendence. While she generally favored the word postsymbolic, in a
2000 paper she used a term related to nonsymbolic, in the following context:

FEBHEVNSIETERLE, BEOFREELEBHICEDLSI vy =T )IL—%— (2000) DHEIZ
HEY 5, REF—MHIIAKRR FEBSEVWIERZIFATEL TV A, 2000FDHX T
[F. ROKLSEXARTIFLESICEAET HEREZE>TLVD,

Eastern psychologies have often pointed to the nonsymbolically mediated, or immediate
ways of knowing as the only kind of knowing that can lead to enlightenment or true
insight into human nature. In fact, they consider our addiction to language-mediated,
discursive thought as a major hurdle in realizing the true or divine Self, or union with the
Ground. (CookGreuter, p. 230)

REDEZILIELIE. ABOXREIZHT HEY CEDREIC OGN DHE—DHFDIER &
LT. ERSMICEN SN, FRIXARFMEHMBOAEZEBLTEE L, ER. ®5
F. SEZENE LEEHFMNGEZEADR-LOFEEI. EOBESPHELZBEZS. HHWLIE
KihE DIEEEZERRT 5-HDKRELEETHDHEEZTLET (CookGreuter, p.230) .
(CookGreuter, p. 230)

In the field non-symbolic was the only term found that was widely and readily accepted by
participants.

CORHTIE. SMENLL . BHICRTFANOK-RAERE, EESETTHo1-,

During most of the research period reported here, the phrases persistent non-symbolic
experience and persistent non-symbolic consciousness were used interchangeably with
participants. Most participants readily accepted either. Some participants objected strongly
to

one, while others objected just as strongly to the other. In recent years the word experience
has been standardized on for academic presentation for simplicity, because what is
represented by this research primarily concerns reports of participants’ moment-to-moment
way of experiencing the world.

CCTHRESNTLIHEHEDITEAEDRE., BGHIETSRER L BGMIESTEMER
EVWSEEH., SMBICXREBEIZON DTV, SMEBBOHIZIE, EE6N—AITHEI RIS
BAELNIE, AICERILCESICEARATIADL N, BETIX,. COMETRESI
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2H0IF. EICSMEOBREN CBEADEFADERTEZDBREICELLILDTHLH=OH.
W ERRDO-OIZ TAER] EWS EENBFEICRELESA TS,

The term persistent is used to denote a consistent, ongoing experience versus a
temporary one. Permanent is not used because the research has shown that participants
can exit their experience of PNSE, and this study involves living subjects. For the study,
persistent is defined having continually experienced one or more forms of nonsymbolic
experience for at least 1 year.

B E WS AEIE. —BHEEDOTIELRS., —ELE-#ENEREBERT-OICERASL
T3, kGHIEZSMENPNSEDRERER T TELEIARTRINTWLS=HERAL
TWEL, COMETIFEZTTVIHEBEEEZNREL TS, COMETIE, #HHEME L,
1DULEDHEDETEHABRZ DL EL1ERBHEMICREBRLTVWAIEEEESINT

W5,
Method
Bk
Participants
S &

The data reported here comes from 319 participants who sat for in-depth interviews.
These participants were drawn from individuals who met the following criteria: (a)
self-reporting to experience a form of PNSE, whether religious, spiritual, or secular; and (b)
participation in a community that provided validity to their claims. Stace’s (1960) criteria
regarding mysticism was initially used to qualify individuals for participation.

CCTHRESNLT—RE. MEBELGA U2 E2—IZSMLIE319ADESMEN LK/ LONT-D
DTHD. choDSMEF. UTOREZFHL-TEANGEEINT=, (a) REH. 1HFH
B, HEMGTHLOZERDHT. HAHEDPNSEZREBRLI-LBCHREL TS, £LT. (b)&
HOERICEEAMZREL-AI 22T 4 ~DSM, BHIRICETEIATAIAODHRE
(1960%F) IR MIBEALSMICHE K LT AH-DICFERE T,

The participants were gathered using the snowball method. Initial participants were drawn
from a broad literature and public documents search. A contact database was compiled, and
potential participants were sent mail or email about the project with a request

for participation. To locate additional potential participants, the initial individuals in our
database were asked if they knew of others who, in their opinion, both met the criteria and
might be interested in participating in the study.
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SMEBIEZR ) —R—ILEEZHWNTENDTz, YOS MEX. LHEEXMOLUIEDREN,
SEDz, EBRET—IRN—IXIMEF SN, BENGZSMEICIE. SNELDOV I IR +E
BRAT, AP MIBETAEEFELEEFA—ILLAE LN, BNMOBENLSNEE
BOH3E0I12, T—EAR—XDYNHSMEF. BODERTIE, HELXZHE -LTHY. B
BADSMIZEKREZF->TVWAAEEEOHIMDODAEM>TVNEINEShEFRbNT-,

Participants were asked to fill out an information form with basic demographic information as
well as data about their religious or spiritual backgrounds and practices. The form also
inquired about other behaviors, such as psychedelic drug use. Participants were free to
answer only the questions they chose to. Because of this, not all participants responded to
every question, and | include the word approximate in the data that follows.

&L, EXHNLTAOREHERSE . REMELIBANLERVOERICET ST —4
ZEOHEBIA —LISRRATEHEIROL=, COTH—LIZF, Y45 TYv D - F3 vy
TOERGE. HOTEICOVWTHLEMEN, SMEL. B TRALERICETEAIC
BZAlze CO=H, IRXTOEBICTATOSMENEELEDLIFTEEZLDT, UTD
T—RICEBMEEVSEENEEFND,

The approximate average age of the 319 participants in this study was 54 (SD = 13,
Median = 54, Minimum = 18, Maximum = 93). The approximate average age when
nonsymbolic experience became persistent was 42 (SD = 14, Median = 40, Minimum = 4,
Maximum = 67). The approximate average number of years that a participant had reported
persistent non-symbolic experience by the time of the study was 10 (SD = 13, Median = 7,
Minimum = 1, Maximum = 65). Seventy-two percent of participants resided in the United
States, with approximately an equal balance between its major geographic regions. Three
percent resided in Canada, with the remainder in Europe (Germany, France, England,
Scotland, Ireland, the Netherlands, Switzerland, and Italy) and Australia.

AMAEIZSMLI=319ADEE K FDFEHELIF54m%, (SD=13. hR{E=54, FK/IME=
18, RAME=93) ) FEREMKRBRIIFRT 2L I12H 2 =8B L FTDTHEMHITI2mK, (
SD=14, HR{E =40, R/ME=4) THo1=. RK=67) )SMENBRELI-BHLZTD
BENIELEMARE COTFHERIT10E, (SD=13, hRE=7, &/Nh=1. &ZK=65
) ) BMBEOT2%NKEERETH 1= EMIF. FOTELMIBMUMIBD/NNS V AAIFIEY
EThHD, INN—tUrEIAFFIZBEL, BYIEZI—Oy/N (F4Y, T5VR, 4 F)
AR, RAYRSUR, PALSUER, 505, R4AR, A3 Y7) . A—R 351U 7,

Seventy-eight percent of participants who reported their sex were male. Despite repeated
attempts, it proved consistently difficult to recruit higher numbers of females who
self-reported PNSE. Diverse methodological attempts were made, including use of
participant recruitment staff that included females who both did and did not self-report
PNSE. Although they comprised about 40% of the potential participant database we
compiled, fewer prospective female than male participants chose to participate in the study.
They would often wish the project well, but comment that they were not attracted to
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participating in it. Despite this, they were as likely as men to provide referrals of other
potential participants.

MR EHME L-SMED78%IEBHEIZ o1z, MELRAAICEMIHLELT . PNSEZEHCH
ELE-THEOREEOTLEFI—ELTRETH 1=, PNSEOBEHCHEZTo-kitEIE
HEDHAZEZETCSMEBEZERZ Y JDFERLGE., SEIFEFLFAEBUHAALITHONI,
=N EELE-SMEBEEDOT —2A—ADH40%ELENEH TV =M, HE~ADS
MEZBALELTHEHEIEIBEEIY I DEL 1z, BEE=5ELELE. 7P FORMZE
BEoTWL=A, ST BEFEEICE TERICIEEALLGLY EaAD FLTWV:, [23hDD
59, HOHIETBHLERL &S ICHDBEMLZSMEBORBN FIRET SN H o 1=,

Of participants reporting their educational level, approximately 66% had at least a college
degree. Only one did not graduate from the equivalent of high school. Most participants

had been raised with one or more religious tradition, which included: Buddhism, Hinduism,
Islam, Christianity, and Judaism. A small minority were raised as agnostic or atheist. Over
half had practiced more than one religion or spiritual system prior to PNSE. At the time of the
study, approximately half of the participants had no current religion.

BELRNILEZRELEZSMEDS B, #166% 0D EIRFZFEXEDFEMEZRFLTL
o BEERICHAT IERZEZEZLTVVEVDFIALIFTH o 1=, FREAEDSMEN
VEIMENLUED, IbE, EVFY—F 1 RAFLHE, FYR M, AFVEEECEHR
MREZZE T TV, PERIEFETHRE PEMRE L LTHETON, FHULDAD,
PNSEIZABRIZ2DOULDRECENARREREL T =, AERRTIEL. SHEOHF
BN RAEDRBEF >TWWEh 1=,

The majority of participants had practiced a variety of forms of meditation or contemplative
prayer, for anywhere from 3 days to 52 years prior to experiencing PNSE. Approximately
14% of participants had never meditated or practiced any form of centering or contemplative
prayer. Approximately 52% of participants had used hallucinogenic drugs at some point;
none reported these as the trigger that led to PNSE.

SMEBDKRLZHIT. PNSEZREERT HRIIC. SEMNL2HEFTOM. HRRLGHOERLHE
G Y ZEEL TV, SMEBBON14%(E, BEZLE-ZEAHL, EU2 Y VT8
BHGHYEZERELEC LG o=, SMEBDORS2%NMALADERTLRERZHEAL
=l ERH oA, PNSEICES-BIERICHE o= EME LA WNGEL o T,

Data Collection
T—3 Uk
The first phase of data collection began by asking participants to fill out a broad range of

well-established personality, developmental, state/trait, and lifestyle measures. These data
did not show anything exceptional and have not been published. They revealed that

Published by Digital Commons @ CIIS,
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individuals in this population experienced high well-being, reduced incidence of depression,
and less stress and anxiety. However, these are hardly groundbreaking findings given the
thousands of years of well-known, similar claims from individuals within this population.

T—ANREDE-—BRETIH. . SMEICUTOL S GIREVERZREALTE 5 o1,
FEIL SN T-tEE. FIE. IKEEfHlE(stateftrait). £EFBEBDATE, oD T—2 [LFISEY
BLDERLTELY ., BRENTEM 2Tz, BolE, COEFADEALEVEEEZRER
L. OWDRERMET L., A FLRAPRENDLGCE2>TNSZEZALGMICTLT, L
AL, COEFARDEANSDRHDERNMIFEICEDHEZ>TECHONTNEZEESE
ZAdE. CNoDERSEHHGZLDEEEVEL,

The next research phase was interview based. Over a 3-year period the author traveled to
and met in person individually with participants. This resulted in the 319 interviews
represented here. Interviews were in-depth, with most lasting 6 to 12 hours.

ROP|EEEIL, 1 V2 E2—FZR—X[CL-3DTHD, EBIIEMITEY. ShMEZE
SREL. ERICE#HZIT oM. TORE. CJITBHESINTLS3MI9ADS V2 E1—AT
Oifz, 1 UF Ea—[ERBICITOA, [FEAELCRREMN S 128EICR AL D01,

All interviews were recorded, initially using a Sony voice recorder and later Android-based
cell phones in PCM format. Notes were only rarely taken during the interview process. If a
participant wrote or drew something, the original was kept when possible. A digital
photograph was also taken of the artifact. Interviews were conducted at the convenience
of participants in a location they specified. The vast majority took place in participants’
homes, but other locations included: restaurants, coffee shops, parks, universities, private
clubs, and public libraries.

TRTDA VR Ea—(F, BUFYV_—DRAALI—F—%2FHALTHEF SN, &I
AndroidN— X DPCMEL KX DEFEEZFAL TH, AERICAETZMAIZLIFIIFTEAER
Mofz, HLELSMENMANEEN YWY LEEEIE. AIEELBRBYRAEZRE L. £
t=. TUHRILBEELRE LI, 1 V4 E1—(F. SMEBEBOHE TITOIhT-, SMELNEEL
BRI CiThihiz, XREFSMEOBETITONE LN, ZOMDIGHRELTIE, LXK
S, a—ke—YavF, 2B, XFE. RV 37, 2EREELELH D,

Questions were open-ended and centered on five primary domains: sense of self, cognition,
affect, memory, and perception. The interview opened with a request for background
information on the person and his or her experiences. Casual conversation followed for 30 to
60 minutes to allow time for sufficient rapport to develop. This time was also used to
synchronize with the participant’s language patterns and terminology. After this period,
questions about cognition were asked. The initial questions were generally about something
mentioned during the rapport-building period that was related to cognition.
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BRIFA—T TV RT, 5O0XRAMHEE. BEEH. R, BiE, LR, MEZHDIC
fihhtz, 102 E1—(F, ERBEBROERTHEYE Lz, TOAEZTDADEERIZDOL
TOEREZRBT D, AP 2TILLGRENNN600HE. +REHAREEL-OHDE

MZERLEz, CORMIE. ROZEITLEbhz, SMBEOSENF -V OEMRAFEED
R, CORMNRDHLD ERMICETIEMZE L. RAOEMIE. —RHICIX. BESF
BREEPICERESNRBAMEELE-CLITDO2VTOLEDTH > 1=,

The majority of participants mentioned a change in the amount of their narrative thoughts, so
the first question almost always dealt with this. Sample initial questions included: “Did you
detect a change in your thoughts before and after the transition (an appropriately
language-synchronized term would have been used here) in quantity, strength, or anything
else? Were there more or less thoughts or did they seem unchanged, for example? Did they
seem about the same or stronger or weaker?” When options like more or less were used,
their presentation order was varied from interview to interview.

f‘%}m%a)j: HAYENEREDEDELZZEITFTLV DT, BYDEBTRKIFEAEDS

a. _h’é#&on\to ODEROHFIEUTDEY , "BITAIEBTER(C CTIEXEULGE
ERHPIESNE-AREIMELORTNI)DERENE, B, F(XtDAMELERLCEL

YR FAF R M%f)\%b\o7175\'1‘737‘3\97175\ HHAIWNIEILELTWEWESIZRAZELT:
MEICKBWZRAFLED, @A F-TIHh, Eho=TIMh?Zhnbiahh, &L
5 &IERBEMAMEDODNTILNDIES., TORTIEFIIEESEICEL > TULV,

The next series of questions typically dealt with affect, followed by perception or memory.
Sense of self responses naturally arose during this process in response to many of the
questions asked. After cognition, affect, perception and memory had been initially inquired
about, questions would iterate between the five question domains. The same questions
would be presented in different ways and used in a variety of combinations to either ensure
consistency and understanding, or to increase depth. Answers were often repeated back to
participants in summarized form to verify understanding. A small percentage of participants
were selected for second, and occasionally even third or fourth, interviews so that data
collected at different times could be compared. These interviews followed essentially the
same structure as the initial one.

RO—EDQEMITRIMICITEEZEHR., MREOZRELS TV, COTOERXTE, B
NEEROSZICRIELT, BEE#HN/BAICHTE -, 25, £E. MR, LEARAIC
BEisnhf=tk. BEEISOOEMBEEOMTRYRLITON-, RLEMZELGSHETIE
L., —BEMEEREZHEALREY. RAETBILOIHRAGHEAAEGHOE TERASN-, B
J#’&EEE...T%ST—&‘)(_ BEHNSN-HTSMECRENMEY BRSNS LELLELESD o=,
SMEDPICE, BELHRHICINESN-T -2 ZERTESHEL 52, 2EE. KIZIEX3E

B. 4EIBEDA 2 E2—%21T5Ab WV, ChoDA R Ea—E, EXMICEFRUOA
VA Ea—EtRLERTITOAT,
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During analysis, participants were sometimes contacted to clarify points or simply to perform
validity checks on the researcher’s interpretation and degree of understanding. Interviews
were also shared with affiliated researchers to enable them to provide feedback for validity
purposes. The interviews were fluid exchanges and often included long pauses while the
participant thought about or waited for the answer. Even though a number of participants
were used to talking about their experience and answering questions about it, they had not
received questions like these and often had to contemplate their answers.

SHDORIZIE, SMBBITERLTHRA Y FEBAEICLIZY ., BEBFOHERCEFEEDOZ L4
FHELIEYTEHELHoT-, Floo A VFE1—IF, ZEMEHRTH-HDT+—F
NV ZERETEH-HIC. REARBFLEEIN, 1 V2 E2—ERBNGEPY LY T,

EMENEZAZEZZATYF2 Y LTLAE. RVDVED—BELETLHIIEAZI Oz, %
KOEMEIL. BEDORBRICOVWTELRZY., BRIZZEZALYTSHILICERTLIZEL
Mhod ., COXSHEMEZITLIEALL, LIELIEESDEZAEZBRE LB TNIERS
Hhot=,

During the data collection period, participants could not have known other participants’
answers to these questions in advance. Although updates on the research were given at
scientific conferences during this period, the answers to the questions asked were not
published or publicly discussed anywhere to avoid biasing ongoing interview data collection.
Most of the interview-based data collection was completed by the end of 2010.

T—AREHREG. SMEEINSOBEMIZHT 2MOSMEORIZEZERICMD I LIET
Eah oz, COEAMT. AROERFFERIIBEZIBTRRINLN., #BiFFo1 042
Ea—T—42WEIRYIPELZNESIZ, BEISKEERAORZEIARINEMN =L,
ECHTRIZERINE=Z BN Tz A VA EA—ICE DK T—AREDIFZEALE,
2010FEXRETIZSET L1=,

Data Analysis
T—R o

Analysis was conducted using a grounded theory approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).
Constant comparison analysis (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) was performed on the qualitative
interview data to refine the understanding of what was being expressed by the participants,
and to attempt to increase the effectiveness of the interview process. Notes were made of
impressions following each interview. Thematic analysis was performed on an ongoing basis
to maximize the effectiveness and depth of subsequent interviews. Following the interview,
the recording was listened to and notes were taken. These data were combined with the
notes made after the meeting and any artifacts from the meeting itself for coding.
Meaning-focused analysis was used both within each interview and between them (Fossey
et al., 2002; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2008).
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"*ﬁli BRIZE DW=/ 7 FO0—F (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) #RHW\TiThint=,
HELE 4 (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) (&, SMEBMNRIZRE L TV =HDEREEF
251’)s AVAEA—TOCRDENEEEHD=HIZ. BHA VA E2—T—2IZxLTITH
Ntz 8B4 VA E1—DRICBREZAELz, T—<HIDHIE. TOEDAVFIEL—DH
BREFRAERKIET D=2, BHEMICERELI-, 1 V2 E1—DE, HEZFREE, A%
WMotz SNLDT—RIE, HFEEDEOHIZ, EFBRICER SN/ —FEEEBRLLD
REMEMRAEHLEz, BERICERZLUTEANE. E4AVFE2—KNTHA V2 E1—f/

THFEA I 1= (Fossey et al., 2002; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2008),

Discovery-focused analysis was also used to detect patterns between interviews. Pattern
detection was attempted within the entire body of interviews as well as within and between
subsets of the population. For example, between members of the same religious group or
between data collected from different religious groups. The recording of each interview was
reviewed in full twice. Portions of some were reviewed dozens of times.

T, AV EA—RONE—CZBHTH-01C, RRICERZATEAMAERASN
fzo NE—URHIE, 12 Ea—2F0FEFTEL, BEREADY Tty bOFEST
v bETHERALGNT, HIZEE. RCREITL—TDAN—fHP, BERIRETIL— 7°
AoRESNT MG ETHD, BA 2 E1—DHFTE. R T2EER SN =, L
OADEDIFR+EBREF SN,

Results and Discussion
SR EEE

The primary findings were that PNSE relates to fundamental changes in the perception of
well-being and the sense of self, and that, although there are commonalities, PNSE is not
experienced the same way by everyone. There appeared to be a continuum of potential,
related experiences. This continuum had distinct groupings, in which specific changes
were seen in: sense of self, cognition, affect, perception, and memory. Some of these
underlying changes are independent of spiritual or religious tradition, while others appear to
be highly influenced by individual beliefs. It is possible that the range or degree of
progression along the continuum is affected by the practices of a participant’s spiritual or
religious tradition.

EFRMREE, PNSEX=RE-BCEHOBEEANGELICEARLTEY., XBREHLHLD
M. PNSEFTARTOANR L LS ITRET HDHIFTRHLENENSI ZETH2z, FICFE
RERICEEET 2 EMMADEREMENH D L SICRA Tz, COERKICIE, BEDEISHIET
LSRG TIL—TRAHY . BEEH. R, BiE. MR, LRICER o, :#’LBODE
REBHIEIDORICIT, BHWNELFIRENEEREFERRZLOLHNE, BADER
DHEEZBCRITTVDLDELHDEITHD. EfKICE S ETOEECIEREIL. S0
BEORANEIIRENEHROERICLK - THEEZRITHAEMELH D,
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The precise moment of the shift into PNSE was as varied as the people who reported them.
There seemed to be no common subjective or objective trigger. Some participants realized
this and were reluctant to share the specifics of their story out of concern that others would
believe it as a precise path to follow.

PNSEIZF{T L= ERELIRMEIEX. TN ZHRELIE-ALERKRIZZHTH =, XEBEDEEH
MELEIEBULRE N TFEBEVESI oz, SMEBOHIZIK, SO EIZRIDE, DA
NENZERLGEFEEELTLESIDOTEHELANEVNSESNL, BHODEDFMEZ LS
T5IEITHEBRGEAD L,

The transitions to PNSE, like the participants themselves, reflected a cross-section of the
human experience. For some PNSE arrived in a moment of prayer, meditation, or
contemplation. For others when they had sunk to the deepest and darkest despair of their
life. Still others entered PNSE during what most would consider normal day-to-day events.
Examples collected during the research included, but are not limited to: looking out on

a landscape, watching a bird land on a railing, driving down the road on the way home from
work, playing with a cat, reaching for the soap during a shower, going for a walk, watching
television, and getting dressed in the morning.

PNSEADBITIE. SMEBEBBE LRHKIC. AMOBREBROBEmZRML TLV =, L\ D2HD

PNSEIZfT Y. B, FIERAZOEMICEZELE, HIANITELTIE. AEOFTHRIF
CEWBEZITEATWEBICHNEZADT WS, TNTEMOANIE, FEAEDAINEEDNAH
BOHFEFEEEZONBAEASEDREIZPNSEIZA Tz, SAEPICINESNT=HlE L TIE.
RARZOHD. FTYICENBMTIOZRS. £FRYICRICA,N > CTERTELZELT
b, HEBSR, DrI—dhICARBRICFEBET. BSICT. TLEEZRS, BilREE S
ERZFIFLHMN, CALGICRESINDEHDTIEAEL,

From the first handful of interviews, it was clear that there were similarities in the
experiences being reported. Over time it became evident that each report could be grouped
with other reports, and that multiple groups were present in the data. These were
conceptually labeled and referred to as locations in a conscious effort to avoid more loaded
terms like stages or levels, which might imply that one group was superior to another. This
article reports on the four most common locations, which are termed: Location 1, Location 2,
Location 3 and Location 4, although there are others. These four locations were the most
common among the participants, and they seem to form a distinct grouping involving a
related progression. Approximately 95% of participants fell within these locations.

RUD—EYDA VA E1—Dmb, RESNEBRERICITEURAHZ I EMNALMIZE -
fzo BEORBALLLIC. TNTROREIIMOBEL T IL—TkSh, T—2IZIFEHD
GIW—THNEETDENELNICH Tz, INBFK, HBETIL—THMDTIL—TEY 3
BRNTWAZEZBRLTLANE LNGEVWRT—U0LLRILDOESIH., KYARIOMIISD
RAEZETIEOIZ. BESHICSRNILFTFESR, A= 3 EFERTWLWS, CDFEET
[Z. UTO4DODRL—BHEOy—2 3 V(I DO0WTHET S, Oy—2 31, Oy —
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Yarve, A5—323, BF5—2 304 EEERTVWAR, I Hb, CnbDiD
NDar—aviE, SMEOETRL—BUTHY ., BEIT HETEFESBEEL T IL—TH
[TEHEBELTWAESICERhbNS, SMEBOHNBNACALOOS— 3 (2EZELTL
1=

A second grouping appears in Locations 5 through 9. A further grouping clearly begins at
Location 10, however the location that grouping ends at is not clear. This research was not
able to determine the precise number of locations, and limited space does not permit
Location 5 and beyond to be extensively reported on here. Each location represents a
specific way of experiencing one’s sense of self and the external world that was described
similarly by multiple participants when asked about aspects of their: sense of self, cognition,
affect, perception, and memory.

F22DTIL—TElE, A5 — 3 UM B9ZEND, AT— 310 b EBIZTIL—T 1t
NBES>TWBDIEHALMEN, FOTIL—TIeAhEHE045—> 3 VIFBALHTIEALY,
SEINFAETIE. EHEHOOT—2a v EBETHIENTELGL L. Bohf=X

R—ZD=HIZ, CCTIEAY—2a3 05 LUBOZLEEZLESHRETHIILETELEL, Th
Thonbs—2avid, BERBEEORELNAEZRBRT IBEDHEEZRLTHEY. BHO
SmEN. BENEEORE. B, £E, ME. BRI OVWTHAAEIZ, RERIZHRBALT
L=,

It is important to note that we cannot be precise about the number of people in a location,
because we did not know about the locations during much of the early data collection for the
project. That data allowed knowledge of the locations to emerge over time. Accordingly,
during that period of the research we did not always ask questions in a manner that would
allow us to determine a participant’s location. Because we did not know about the locations,
we also did not know to try to elicit and track other information about them, such as whether
a participant had experienced more than one location. From interviews after that point in the
research, it was clear that most participants were in Location 1, followed by Location 2.
Many fewer were in Location 3, still fewer in Location 4, and very few in Location 5 or later.
This suggests that some locations may be more readily accessible than others.

BEERIEEF. 7Dz FOMEOT—AREDZ K OBEHICIE. ZFORSy—2 3 (2D
WTHS N o118, FOOS—S 3 VIZWAANDHEZEHICIBIBT A ENTEH IV
WS &2, s, 7Oz FOWHOT—2IETIE, Z0ORSy—2 3 2[2DUVT
DHBMNIFEAEGIL =BT, D86, AEHREFE. SmEOOS—2 3 U #HTE
TEAE5BEBRZEIZCLTW=DITTIEAEMN Sz, BF—S 3 VIZDWWTHL M T=1=
H., SMENEROOr—S a3 VERBLENESIMGE, OF—2 3 VICET D 1ER
FHEEHLTEHITEHELE TNz, TDEDA VFEL—TIE, FEAEDSHIEN
O —3 3 1ZVT, ROy —2 3 2[C0WZ=2 ERBELMIZH-T=, LML, O —

23 30SMEIELHEL., O7r—234A05MEEF S LITLHEL, Or—2 3 U5LED
SmMEIXIZFEAEWN G-, COZEIF, OF—2avIZ&- T, OOy — 3> &
YEFOERALPFT LAY —2 a3 BB EEZTRELTILS,
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Participants did not all report an initial transition into Location 1. They reported their initial
shift as having occurred to Location 1, Location 2, Location 3 or Location 4. No participants
reported an initial shift to Location 5 or beyond. The number of participants who reported
directly shifting into each location declined with each higher numbered location. These
reports are complicated by the participants who were in a specific religious tradition, as
reported later in this article.

EMELENRKAS—2 3 1 A AOBITERE LI-HITTEEGL, SNEE. RVNOFE
a4 —iavi, A—3 322, A—2 323, £¥EARS—2 3 ANDBITT
HoEREL TS, OF—2 3 U5UBADORAIDBITERS LI-SmMEILWLGEL -
fzo EAT— a3 VIZEEBITLEZERELESNEBORE. OFr—2 3 VDB ENELL
BTEIZHALLWT S, ThioDMEFK, CORETRITZERET SHES512. BEDREM
CHEEODSMEBIZE >THEREIZLE TS,

Many of the participants remained location from their initial shift into PNSE, though the
experience of it would generally deepen and become clearer over time. Other participants
had transitioned to one or more other locations since entering PNSE. As the number of
these reports increased it became clear that the locations were linearly ordered along a
continuum of related, but often quite different, experiences. The labels Location 1,
Location 2, and so on reflect this linear ordering. Transitions along the continuum could be
either forward or backward.

SMENDEZ X, BYWITPNSEIZBITLEENALOS— 3 VIZBFELTULA, TORER
EEEORBEELITREY ., BREICHE T o=, BDOSMEIX, PNSEICA>TH D1
DUEDBOOS—2 3 vIZB -T2z, TRNODWEDHEMNEZ B(IZDOh, OF— 3
VIFEEEDOHD. LML LIELIEE< ELSBBROERKICIE > TEKEMICERSATL
B EMRBELMNZHE STz, IRNLIEAY—a 1, A= a v 2B EK,. COERMAL
IEFZRML TS, EFREKICD > -BRBIE. ATAELERAOVTANTHLEHENENH
%,

As the overall picture was examined what emerged was a continuum that seemed to
progress from normal waking consciousness toward Location 4 where participants reported
no individualized sense of self, no self-related thoughts, an absence of certain types of
affect, and no apparent sense of agency or ability to make a choice. Locations prior to this
seemed to involve consistent changes toward this direction.

ERBREFSTHDE. SNER, EECREEH#EN . B40EEE#HAG <. BEIZH
BELEBEENGLS BEDEA TOREN RN &, T LTHLAGERMECEIRT H8ED
AW EZHEL-O7—> 3 4ICAN ST, ERMICETLTWWSKSITRAT-, &
NI —2 3 0Tl COARND—ELEEEAH 2L 5 THD.

For those participants who did not remain in one location on the continuum, their spiritual
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practices and beliefs, and religious tradition seemed to influence how they evaluated their
PNSE, the form they reported experiencing, and its progression. Some participants from
religious and spiritual traditions that advocate specific forms of PNSE experienced other
forms of PNSE prior to their transition into their tradition-approved version. These typically
went unnoticed or were viewed as developmental milestones on the path towards the
recognized form of PNSE.

EHAO—EFRIZBELLEMNE=SMBIZOVTIK, BODAEY F 17 ILEEBITOESR.
RHHUEHD., PNSEZEDKSIZFRHEL. ENESLBBTRELED., TLTEZOETE
WMELENMIEEEZEZTWSESIZBbNT, HEDHOPNSEFIRIE L TL\SREH -
AEYFaT7ILBEHOSMEORIZIE. TOEHNEHT-HICBITT DHHIIC. thORD
PNSEZREL-AEH W=, ChSIXEE. [OMNEL STz, F=IEIPNSEDR#E I
ERICAITTONRRALEDHEZEDRAILA C—2ELTRELATL =,

Based on participants’ reports, the Christian tradition had a version of the continuum,
especially pre-Bernadette Roberts (1993), that seemed to largely embody and end at
approximately Location 3. This was also the case with Islam. Some of the participants’
Hindu and Buddhist traditions went further, while others seemed to stop in about the same
range as Christianity, or even earlier at Location 2. The techniques participants used

and beliefs that they had previously absorbed seemed to affect which portions of the
continuum they experienced, or at least what they chose to report. Some individuals who
experienced multiple locations on the continuum stated they were able to consciously
select the location they wanted to experience.

SMEOWMEICLDE. FRMOEHICIE., $FIZBernadette Roberts (1993) LLRT D & it
EDON—=2aoniHBY. TRIEKREIAOS—2 3 3THRIESh, BTISHLS5ICRR

fzo SHIEARTLBIZTOVWTEHLRBTH >z SMBBOHIZIE, E2 Fry—HOLEKDIE
HENSSHIZEALEIDEHNE. F YR MEIFERCERE. HEVIEZFAUFIOOS—

DaL2TLhEFESTWEHDELH o1z SMEIERL TLEEOLATICRIRLZES

M, EHFAEDEDESHRERER LD, HAIVEDHE EELMET DI EERINLENICEE
FE5ZTW35&E5THD, EGARDEHDOOr—> 3 VERBLEADRIZIE, BHHRER
LE-WWBasr— 3 vEEBMICESIENTERLERRTLS AL LV,

This transition to PNSE was typically pronounced and most participants noticed it
immediately, even if initially they could not pinpoint exactly what had occurred. A minority

of transitions were noticed a period of time after they had occurred. Surprisingly, this

ranged from a few hours, to days, weeks, months, and even years. This was even the case
for participants who were well educated in their tradition’s view of PNSE, actively seeking it,
and constantly examining their own experience for it. Participants who reported experiencing
high levels of well-being prior to transition, and who transitioned to Location 1, were least
likely to immediately notice their transition.
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ZDPNSE~ADBITIZ—MRIICIEE T, FELEAEDSMEILX., BRYIIAEAIEI o= ZIEHE
[CHEHETEHMA-=ELTH, TCIZENIZR DNV, DEIEIBITARE L TH S —TEHIME
BBELTHALRDIU =, ESNLGI LIS, TNITXHBERIANSHEHB. $EM. 58, &5I12IF
BEICRAZEELEH Tz, CNIEIPNSEIZH T HIEMHGEZ A E+RITEY. PNSELETE
BRIZKRSD., BOBEORBREZEICKKL TV =SMEDOAH., PNSEIZEDLFH > TL\:
ZENDM oz, BITRIICE VLWL ARILDERRZEBRL LV ELHEL-SMET, Oy —
av1IZBITLESNEIE. BAOBTIZT CIZR D AReEMEMI o 1=,

Those who were not involved in a religious or spiritual tradition that contextualized the
transition to PNSE often felt that they might have acquired a mental disorder. This analysis
was not based on mental or emotional distress. It was typically arrived at rationally, because
the way they were experiencing reality was suddenly considerably different and, in most
cases, different from everyone they knew. Many of these participants sought professional
mental health care, which no participant viewed as having been beneficial. Clinicians

often told them their descriptions showed similarities to disassociation, depersonalization
and derealization, except for the positive nature of the experience.

PNSE~ND#1TZ XKML L = REPEMGERICEE L TOGRLARK. LIXZLIXBS A HEH
BEEZESFLELAL LALGVERL TV, CORNIEHEEN, BRIFMNERHEICEDICLNT
Fah otz TNEF—BAICEENICEZELL-LOT, GELGLSERELZRBRLTLVAE
PEEANGEYELOTNT, FEALEDHE, BoOoAH>TLAIALEEIFELTIM=, Ch
SDEMEDE CFEFRG AV ZIANILRTTEZROTW N, ERTH--EEZ DS
mEFWNGENoF, BRRERLIELIE, BoofudiE, BROBENLGHEZROT, #

B, EMERE, REBRBRICEULTWSZLEEZRSITEAT,

The transition to PNSE happened instantaneously in approximately 70% of participants. In
the other approximately 30% it unfolded gradually, over periods that ranged from a few days
to four months. These numbers may relate to a sample bias. A later research phase was
able to induce the shift to PNSE in participants with a 4-month meditation and positive
psychology protocol. While the information in the rest of this article remains similar for both
populations, there was one key difference. In the later research phase, the numbers were
reversed. Approximately 70% had a gradual transition while 30% reported an instantaneous
one. Transitions between locations can also be instantaneous or gradual. When they are
gradual, the traits associated with the next location often arrive with different timing, and in
different orders across individuals. The transition to any location brought a substantial
change in worldview and often shattered the sense of what was previously believed true
regarding PNSE. This was even the case for transitions from one location to another.

PNSE~AD#ITIE. $70%DSHNE THREFICEZ o1z, &Y DH30% DS mMETIE, A
545 ADBICRRIZEERELTLN =, CNLDOEFIE, YO TILDRYICEAFRZLTWSTH
BN DD, BOAEEETIE, 45 BROEEERS T« TDEZO 7O Fa)LZAL

T. SMEICPNSEANDBITEFZET L ENT, COREORYOHLICEHSIATL
51EHIE. EELNDEFICEEBELTVEN, 1DDEELEVLSH o=, BOHEERT
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X, BFENHIZHE > Tz, 30%HMEEIUELDEREL TLSDIZH L, $70%HFELS
NEBITEL T, Oy —2 a3 VEOBITIE. BREMNAGLOETENLZIONH D, BO
MNIGEIE, ROAS—L 3 VICEET HHEN. BARTERS4243205 T, B4 3B
FTHOOTLKBIENEL, ENES53BEAY—2 a3 0ADHBITTEH, HABOKIELELLE
1150, TNFETPNSEICELTERELELOLNTNV I EDREEZITERUOTLES
CEREKLL BB, hnlF. HH 05— aohnioOr— 3 oADBITOEHDT—X
THRLCLTHoT=.

The Core Elements of PNSE
PNSEDR LG HER

To attempt to identify the most consistent PNSE elements reported by participants, the
research primarily focused on changes in: sense of self, cognition, affect, memory and
perception. These elements were used in an effort to get below individual beliefs and
cultural differences, and with the hope of the data informing follow-on neuroscience
research. This proved to be a highly effective strategy that produced clear and consistent
responses.

SMENBELRL—EMHEDHIPNSERERERTET 616, BIRTEEIZ, BCE

. B, BF. BRE. IROELICERZLE T, ChoDERIE. BADEZPXIEHN
BEWE ZRRTA-ODEATHY . T2 Z0ROHEERPHARICERERMT S
EEHFLTHERSNE, Sl BET-ERDOHIRICEEAH T IEFE ISR TERS
THoHEMNERASNT=,

Participants across all locations reported that PNSE produced a deep sense of their life
being fundamentally okay. Many described a previous moment-to-moment sense that
something just was not quite right prior to their transition, which could also be thought of as a
sense of fundamental or persistent discontentment. For some this was so subtle that they
did not notice it until they transitioned. For others it was noticed and it affected their
experience of life in various ways, including being related to feelings of: fear, anxiety, stress
and worry. On the extreme end, this ongoing discontentment was often mentioned in relation
to depression and existential despair.

TRTOOS—230DBMEIL,. PNSEIZL > T, BODAEFBERMICKLKEEWNS
FOBRENEFENEZEREL TS, 2<DSMEEX. AT, UTOKLS HZDOBEMZD
BREICTRENH 2= EBRTWNVD, AL £ 5 EWBLDBITORIIHAHAEYIELLLEHh-

f=. £z, REMLBELIIKFHULBERFORELLTEZOND, HDHANITEH>TIE, BT
THRETRONED 2 EEFEEMMWELEDE o=, HDAIZE ST, FhIFEIHN T

T, i, AL, APLAR, DEGZEDEFICHELTWNSILEESH T, MALAETA
EOREBRICHEEZESZ TUV =, BIFLAE. COBBMEREBERIL. LIEZLIES 2HEOEEHN
HZICEELTER SN,
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The elimination of this sense of ongoing discontentment, and its replacement with a sense
that things were fundamentally okay was often regarded as a major event for participants in
their lives. Participants frequently mentioned that it dramatically affected their experience of
life for the positive, and they felt it was a key reason for the reduction in their levels of fear,
anxiety, stress, worry, and depression. Paradoxically, their life circumstances generally did
not change or improve. This included things that were previously sources of stress, worry,
and so on. The ability of these life circumstances to alter experience by affecting things like
mood, was reported as reduced.

D& S GGG RBRENEEESN., WENMBERMICKLXREZEVWSIREICEDL o2&
F. LIFLESMEBEICE >TAEDKREGHRELAB SN TV =, SMEIFT. TAHLALE
DERICBIMIZTSIADEEBEZEZA-EREICHRRTEY . TALABHEODLARILEETS
H-ELREHTHSER LTV, TR, A LA DB, 15D, FHEHRMFEA, BoDAE
FREE—BOICEEEIREDL LTV EN o=, THIZE, BENER FLAPDELZED
FRELG>TLELDAEFERLTULV =, [NDESILLDICEELZSATEREEZASCH
SREFREDERAAL, BIDLTHDEHRESNT=,

Prior to PNSE, some participants reported they were emotionally affected by things they had
little to no control over such as political events, or other global issues such as concerns
about global warming. These participants would often continue to report these types of
concerns after PNSE, while at the same time feeling a deep sense that everything now
seemed, somewhat paradoxically, fundamentally okay.

PNSEDRIIZIE., BUAKTHESZOMBKEEEA EDMBKFEDORELRE, BXTIEar b+
O—)LTELRNWI LICERBENICEEEZZIT T ERETISMEL V=, DS ME
[X. PNSEQZBL DL S BDEBZHMELHEITSIZIENZ L. RFIC, STEALMD
M. ETHFRMIZ, BEAMICKEKRLEZEBZDLSICHFEVWSFERWNREZRLTL
1=,

Participants also reported certainty that affected their worldview and became more
established as a stable foundation for them over time. Those who experienced a shift from
earlier locations on the continuum to later locations reported that former certainties and
their associated experiences fell away. For example, Christian participants who underwent
a transition from Location 3 to Location 4 lost their sense of Christ, God, and/or the Holy
Spirit and experienced a profound change in the certainty they had previously derived from
that ongoing experience. A new and deeper level of certainty often accompanied each shift.

Fl=. SMEMGIE, HRBICHEZSX, KEOERBELHICKELLERBELTESEL
TWKHEEMARE SN, ERAEODHADUEN L RBOME~ADL T FEEBR LA
(T, LIBTOMESICBE L=EBRARbh TP, fIZIE, or—2ar3ponr—oay
AINDBITERBRLEIVRAF Yy o OSMERK. ¥R #, BEEOBREZXL., ThZE
THBELTLRBRMo/TUVRENKECE Lz, £ BITT SV, H-10HK
EOREIMELTINCZELLIEFLEHT=,
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This was also true for participants who were spiritual but did not come from a specific
tradition. Often these participants reported their own kind of expanded, highly connective, or
unified experience, though it did not generally involve a deity. Nonetheless, like Christians
and others with specific traditions, these participants often reported feeling a sense of an
all-pervasive energy, which was most often referred to as consciousness. They generally
reported feeling this consciousness in everything, including inert matter, yet after the
transition to Location 4 this sense was no longer with them. Curiously, its absence left

them feeling even more certain about the truth of their experience.

hE, REYFa7ILTH=H, BEDGHASHELTLWENSMAEICLHTEEL
f=o BLDGHE. CNoDEMEF. TN —RUICHZRES LDOTREEN A, BB
Bofkanf-, BEICKES. FEH—SAEBROLSIGLDERELZ. ThIZHH
MHoF ., FURMEEOCHEDEREFOHDOADLSIZ. ShoDSMEFXLELIER
LRECEHLETEN TV I RTOEEHNLEIRILF—DOREZRL TS EME LT,
WToF—RIZ, BEPZETCIRTOLDICIOEFHETELTLASEHELTLVA, A
F—2aAICBITLER. COBRERLIEOES E—HICEGMof-, TRELRI LI,
CORENGCHE2TET, ROFETDEBRNAERTHESICLESLICHEELED,

Despite the vast and potentially unsettling shifts in sense of self, when asked, almost all
participants stated that they would not prefer to go back to an earlier experience. They
tended to see their current location as the ideal form of PNSE, even if they had argued
differently in other locations and experiences. This was sometimes also the case when
participants went forward on the continuum and then back to earlier locations. These
participants were able to contextualize how they would have reported their experience of a
later or earlier location as superior when in that location, and explain why their current
location was nonetheless preferable.

HEEBAAECELL, FRICHESTRMEASHBICEIID LT, SMBCBRf&C
5. FEELEAUMOBBRICREY O EERLEVEERI TS, SMER. OOy —

L AVPRBTHEASIRE LTI EE LTS, BEDAS— 3 UAPNSEQEENL
BTHdEERDEANH o, ThlE, BMENEHAOLEES. T0O%. LUATOD

r—YaVIIRABAICLETEES RS ol COLSHEMER, ZOOS— 3
VIZW=EZEIZ, 20045 —2 3 00LRIOAT—2 3 o TORBNEDELSIZENTILS
ERELEDEXIEL, ZhIZEANDOTREND S — 3 UALEEE LLONES
B3 EBTEL,

Sense of self
BHoE#

One of the most universal changes in what participants reported related to their sense of
self. They experienced a fundamental change from a highly individualized sense of self,
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which is common among the non-PNSE population, to something else. How that something
else was reported often related to their religious or spiritual tradition(s), or lack thereof. For
example, Buddhists often referred to a sense of spaciousness while Christians frequently
spoke of experiencing a union with God, Jesus, or the Holy Spirit, depending on their sect.
However, each experienced a transformation into a sense of self that seemed larger and
less individuated than the one that was experienced previously. Often participants talked
about feeling that they extended beyond their body, sometimes very far beyond it. One way
to conceptualize this for purposes of discussion is as a change from a localized to
non-localized sense of self.

SMENREL-ZEDFTRITEMNLELD—DIE. BEEHICEAEL TLV =, 3
PNSEEMICHET 2 EIBEAELSNE-BEEH#HIS. thOANMNDIERNLLEL ZRER
Ltzo DM ED & S ITHRE SNI=MIE. LIELIEREM - BHNGEHR. H50IEEF
DORIMEBEL TV =, BIAIK, MBIFEFERELEREBIZERTHIENEL, FUR B
HFEFTFRIRIZHE DD, BOAM IR, BELOHAEEREBRLECEEZH/EICELTLM=, L
ML, ZRENDOSIMEIL. LRIICRELEZIDLYIRELC, BALEShTOVENESIC
RAZASBCEH~NDEEERBL, LIZLIESMEILX. BHODKRZBA T, BIZEHAEZE
AEMBATWAESIZELTWSEEL TV, BROBHOEHICChEHRSIET 52—
DDHEIE. BEELE-EBECEFENSERELLL-EBECEEHEADELLTHS,

There were nuances within how the sense of self was experienced at different locations
along the continuum. In Location1, the sense of self felt expanded, and often seemed more
connected to everything in the immediate environment. Participants in this location still had
an individuated sense of self that felt like a centralized locus for how they experienced the
world.

EHRICR - TELGDAT— Y a vV THEEHN ED L SITRERSNNMIFZ 2T VAN
Hof-e A= 3 VT, BEEFHMBRL TS ESICRERLON, ELDBE, Hi
BBREBEOIRTOLDELYHBUDODNVTWEEIITRA, COOT—Y 3 vOSMERR,
HAZEDESITHRBRLE-ADHRDHLZOT—23 VDK SR Lo SBEANGBECES
ZEEFO>TULV:,

In Location 2, a perceptual change occurred that resulted in participants reporting a sense of
unity or oneness, of two different types. This has been described elsewhere as the
perceptual unification of subject and object, or the absence of a subject/object split
(Josipovic, 2019; Mills, Barsotti, Blackstone, Chopra, Josipovic, 2020; Stephens, 2018;
Yaden, Haidt, Hood, Vago, & Newberg, 2017). Another way to conceptualize this is as the
absence of a central locus of perception, or individuated self. This was often phrased by
participants as there being no perception of a seer only seeing, no perception of a hearer
only hearing, and so on.

A7—2 32 2T, IRMHBEENECY . SMEF2ODELLZ 1 TOH—BPL—K
REWMELFL=. ThiZMDO7r—> 3 TR THEEBOMBEMM—. F-EEHE
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EBEBHEORHEMNLZN & ELTEHRBASIN TS (Josipovic, 2019; Mills, Barsotti, Blackstone,
Chopra, Josipovic, 2020; Stephens, 2018; Yaden, Haidt, Hood, Vago, & Newberg, 2017),
INEWBRILT DL 5—D0AFEE. MEORLHLGEHE. DFVEAMESh-BENEFE
LBEWIETHD, ChIFLIELESMEICE->T, TRETWARETORTVNS ADMEN
BT TRWTWAEITOADHMENGZL] HELRBEINTLM,

Some participants reported the experience that everything outside them was unified, but that
they were still apart from it. Everything in their senses seemed to be just showing up, but
even though there did not seem to be central locus of perception, they did not feel
completely merged in to the seemingly unified perceptual field they were experiencing. Other
participants reported feeling undifferentiated unification with their perceptual field.

ZMEOHICIE, BROHCHDLDEIATH-—SIATLEA, BRRFFLEZIHNLEEN
TWHEVSREBRZERELEAD V=, BEDHIZHIITARTOELEDAERATNE LS
[CRAFA. MBEOHRDHGIBFANH DL SICFRZAGEN>ICHhdhb 6T BHHEER
LTWAKIICRABM—SNEMBEBICELISEITAATWS EFRE LA, DS
mEF. BAOMESEORMEGHE—BEREL TS EMELT=.

Location 3 participants reported the experience of increasingly merging with either the divine
or an all-pervasive consciousness. If they had been experiencing no centralized locus of self,
there would be nothing that seemed separate to merge from or with. Thus, Location 3
involves a subject/object split, or individuated sense of self, though it is much more subtle
than the highly individuated versions at Location 1 or that non-PNSE people experience.

A7—23 308 NEE. FTFTHNEHANLGCERHDEL N EMET DRERERSE
Lfze HLBEOAHDHGCECOMEZRERL TGN 2f=E LG, ZIICE, B LR
ALY, BAERMAELEYTS-ODREDLDEFRILLGEVNWKSICRALESS, TD&X
12, A —2 33T, FBREFBEOAR. 2FYEAMEESh-EBEEH#HZEFESHN. A
T—arv1OEEICEAMEENI=H 0P, JEPNSE DAALANEERTHILDIY K, F5H
[t nt,

In Location 4 an even more pronounced change occurred in sense of self; all aspects of
having an individualized sense of self were reported as having vanished for these
participants. Interestingly, this was also the case for some in Location 2. These participants
sometimes stated that all experience of having an individualized self had vanished. Some of
our longitudinal research subjects shifted from Location 2 to Location 4 during the research
period, which allowed us to spot this tendency. Participants at Location 4 who had
experienced Location 2 reported it as a more complete subject/object unification. They
stated that prior to this location some aspects of an individualized sense of self remained,
and that they could occasionally be drawn into them.

A4 —2324Tlk, BEERBICSOICHEELEIEAR SN, BIKEWNI LIZ, ThiEA
=3 20—8OANIZELHTIEEFSAETHo=. CoDOSMEIE, BRIMEIN=-B
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CEEDILDBRBRAIRTHEHATLE REBRRTNWE I ENHoT=, HIMHLEMES

To-#HBEODIZX, HAEHEPICOSr—avehon0yr—2 a3 4 (2BELEZAD WL
DT, COBEMRZMDZENTE, Ay—2a324TRAY—23 0 2% RBLI-SNE
. A —2 3 4z L YRERIFHR FEHOM— L LTHRE L, BolE. Cons—

LI VOHNIZIE, BAMEESNE-BEEHBD—HAEZ->TLNT, BIFZFOHICF5IERAENS
ERHDBERRTINV =,

Although not the focus of this paper, it is worth noting that data from Location 5 and some
other later locations suggest a similar pattern. Participants who transitioned from Location 4
to Location 5 report additional, formerly unseen, portions of their experience of individualized
portions of their self going away as part of the transition process. This pattern has not been
reported past Location 9.

COMIXDERTIIBEVLA, OF— a5 ZnUBEOW D2hORT—23 0 DT—4
DNEIRDINI—VETRBLTWASZ EIEFEHICET S, Ay—avahbonsr—23 05
[CFBITLIE=SmEX. BT 7REA0—8ELT, LRGN -BE2BEEDEAIL
SN OBRBRMNEMTHRESIN TS, SONE—2lE, B —2 3 VU TIEIIRE
ShTULVLY,

Cognition
B

Another consistent report is a shift in the nature and quantity of thoughts. Virtually all
of the participants discussed this as one of the first things they noticed upon initially
experiencing PNSE. The nature and degree of the change related to a participant’s
location on the continuum, and ranged from a significant reduction in, to even complete
absence of thoughts. A handful of individuals reported that the number of their thoughts
greatly increased. Those who reported having thoughts, including increased thoughts, stated
that they were far less influenced by them. Participants reported that for the most part
thoughts just came and went within their subjective awareness, and were generally either
devoid of or contained greatly reduced emotional content.

LI3—DOD—ELIHEF. BEOMELEDELE, EEMIC ?Afd)*hﬂ%f)\ PNSE
EHOTHREBRLIZEFICRAICEN DOV ED—DELTINEFEITTLNS, TiEOME
ERERX. SNEOERAEOPTOMEICEARLTEY., BENKIBITHEDTHLDH 5,
BENTELZICGLBHIILDETHRAIE 21z, —EYDAIX, BEDHAKIEIEML = &3],
HLTWS, BEDEBMZEHTEENHHLBMELI-AF, BEOREZETEHINRZTT
WEWERRTWNS, BB, FEAEDHEE. BEFXESOEBENLGEHDOITITO:
YERLY LTWAEITT, —RMICEBREHNLGTREN G VA, BIFMGTRABTHAKIEICED L

TWHEHRELTW S,
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Almost immediately it became clear that participants were not referring to the disappearance
of all types of thought. They remained able to use thought for problem solving and living
day-to-day in the world. The reduction was primarily limited to self-related thoughts.
Nevertheless, participants were experiencing a reduction in quantity of thoughts that was so
significant that when they were asked to quantify the reduction, the answers nearly always
fell within the 80-95% range. This high percentage may suggest why so many participants
stated that all thought had fallen away.

FEAETCIZ, BMBETRTOIA TOBRENHEAI-CEITERLTVWADTEAELT
ENBALMNIGE o -, SMEE, MERRCBLAOETZTICRZELZFES LN TETLV, B
DLEOREICEECEEDREBICRON TV, ThIZEHADD LT, SMEFTEREDED
BLERBRLTEY., TORLEERBILT HEIICKROONTF- & EIE, FIFEIZ80~95
%DEERNTREZNFoNATUN =, COBVEIRIE. ChEELLDSMENTRTORE
NEDLIZEZEZAERAZTIERLTVSNE LG,

When asked, participants did not say that they wished for their self-related thoughts to return
to previous levels or to have the emotional charge returned. Participants generally reported
that their problem-solving abilities, mental participants could still be affected by thoughts and
have their mind pulled into thought sequences similar to what other research has shown with
mind wandering (Smallwood & Schooler, 2006). This was most pronounced in Location 1,
diminished considerably further in Location 2, and was even more rare in Location 3.
Participants reported noticing this process occurring relatively rapidly, and stated that this
noticing led back to the experience of reduced self- related thoughts. Participants who had
settled into Location 4 generally reported a complete absence of self-related thoughts.

Shonf-&ZE, SMEEX. BCEEOERENURDLANILIZE-=Y., BRIFHEARN
RoUTBEELEATWSEITEDEN T, SMEX—HRHIC. BH DORIEAEREAE
N, BHEELEBRZOEEFZZTTUOWSHAEEELAHY .. tHOMETIA 2RI FTY DT (
Smallwood & Schooler, 2006) TRENTWAZ & LRAFIZ, BEL—H U XIZIL#F5| o5k
SONAAEEMAHDIILEERE L, ClFAY—2 a3V ITRIEET, OAy—2 302
TIEAMRZYFEDL L, Oy —2 3 3TEESSHIZENRTH >z, SMEIX. COTOEAMLE
BIUARIZERELTWAZLEIZRDE, CORIDENECEEREZDREDORER(ICDHA S
TWBERRTWDS, AT—2 a3V 4ICEBEFEVESNEE. —RUICBCEEREN TS
[T oz ELTLNVS,

Affect

L 2

Similar to thoughts, participants reported a significant reduction in both the range and overall
experience of affect, which differed depending upon where they were on the continuum.
Those at the early end of the continuum reported a range of positive and negative emotions,
though participants who had deepened in these locations reported being much less subject
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to being affected by negative emotions as they arose. As participants moved from Location 1
to Location 3, the experience of positive emotion grew as a percentage of overall affective
experience, and negative emotion occurred less frequently. At Location 3, participants
reported their affective experience as highly positive. They described experiencing a single
ongoing emotion that felt like a combination of impersonal or divine compassion, joy, and
love. Location 4 participants typically reported no experience of emotion, though they could
report feelings such as frustration.

BELRRIC. SMEBEIRFEOHHEE 2EMEREBOMANEEICHAI LI EERELT:
N, TREEHERDEZICWEINIE>TEL S, ERAFEDODHADIKIZVB AL, ROT 4
THREERA T« THBRBEOHEEAFHRE L TV =M, Chonoasyr—2 3 U THEIELES
MEE, FHT A TERBRENRE LI ESICEEEZZTHIENEIMNIDLEL G-
ELTWS, Or—2 3210605 — 32 3(IBB(I2O2NT, ROT 14 THRIBFORER
X, EARMNLREREBOISLELTEML, RAT1 THREBEOREHEEXES Ko, O
r—23 23 TlE. SMEBEIRBUREBAERBIZRS T I THIEREL TS, OF—
La3rv3NBMEIE. BAORBEERZLZL., HAHAWVWIHELENDLY, EUV, ENEHE
HhE2&54, HHENLEE—DORBEEREBRL TS LERRTIVS, A —2 3 V4DSM
FHIE, BEoET7SRM— a3 VB EQORBEZRETSHILEHY 550, BF. RIFORR
IS L TULELL,

Participants who had been in Location 1 or Location 2 for years reported an increasingly
pronounced change in the duration of their negative emotions. This often matched the
duration cited as pertaining to the underlying physiological processes that create the
sensation of affect in the body (Pert, 1999). It was as if emotional triggers were arising, but a
key aspect of the participants psychological makeup that had formerly extended these
experiences was missing.

A—2 a3 1 EFEEAT—2 30 2ITMERFELTWVESHEEX. RAT14 THERED
B0 BEELETILEHREL TV, ChiE, LIFLIEX, ARTRIEOREZEYHTH
BELDEBFZNTOLRICEEL TS EFIHASN T SEGRBE —BL TV (
Pert, 1999) , RIEMLSIZENELTVEIHIDESIZEZ A, URIEIh o DRERE
BRLTCW=MEOLEMNGEROEELABENAREL TN :-DTHS,

Participants also reported a state of ongoing and deeper inner peace. Often, they
gestured to their central upper chest, solar plexus, and/or central lower abdomen area
when discussing it. This feeling could be temporarily reduced. This occurred most in
Location 1, with the peaceful sensation reported as growing more durable further along
the continuum. This reduction in peace usually occurred though external stimuli rather
than internal thought processes. Often when dealing with deep trauma or other deep
emotional triggers, such as intense family situations, participants in earlier locations
described their feeling of peace being pushed down. They frequently accompanied the
description with a gesture of their hands pushing down from their upper chest or solar
plexus area to their lower abdomen.
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Cofze BOVETIIPHLVREDRRGE, thDRNEIFHLESIERISHNT B & &,
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TERBAZMH S,

Some participants left the situation that was causing this suppressed inner peace. This
included getting divorced. Others chose to remain in the suppressing situation and stated
that over a period of time the reaction extinguished. Reported time frames for extinguishing
these types of deeper psychological triggers ranged from two weeks to seven years. The
reports of extinguishing that extended beyond a few months often dealt with uncovering
multiple layers of triggers around a central core psychological issue or complex of
related issues. However, some participants reported triggers that had not dissipated
even though it had been many years, and in some cases decades. Surprisingly, this
included participants in Location 4 though their experience of these triggers was
generally of a faint and vague sensation in their body.

fAIADDSMEIL. COMESNI-RELFENESISE LTV KEN BNz, Ch
X, BIBEZ T D EDNEENTNNS, tDSMEIE., IESNATVWEIRRICEFEFSL L&
RL., —FHBORBICRIGHAHERB LBz, FBROLDEBHLIIZEDINODE A TEH
BMEED-OOWMESN-BERE. 28I S7TEEZFTOHEETH -, By AZFHBAT
HELEZEWSHETIX, Z<LNGE. Db EHRDIDEZMEBBECEET 2HENESK
RIDIC, ERORDSIELFBHLMNTHIEIZMYBATL =, LAL, SMEOHIC
X, AEL, BEIZCE>TIHATELRE->TWLBIZEMDIDLT ., JHAZATWERWLSIEELH
BERELEAE Wz, BAREZEIC, Z0FIZF TAY—2a3r4) OSMELEEN
TUWE=N, ChoD3IELDRBRIE. —BUICITEROEON TN TERE LEREE o1,

Perception
2

The PNSE changes that occur with perception are tied closely to cognition and affect. As
with these other categories a continuum of change exists. The two primary changes relate to
the degree of focus on the present moment versus the past or future, and how external
events trigger internal experiences.

METRLEYT HPNSEDZELIF. B ELEBICERICHAEM TONATNS, ChoDitbDh
T3V —ERKRIC, BIEDERAEDFET Do 220OFTELEIEIF. BEORKELEKLT
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BEDOHREBICESZUTIEGVNE, EQOLSIZHEBDA N FHAEDREEZS|IEFRE T
MIZEEEL TLS,

Participants reported a significant increase in their experience of and focus on what
was happening in the present moment along with a dramatic reduction in thoughts
about the past and future. The experience of the present moment accompanied
reports of increased simultaneous multi-sensory experience. Participants reported
experiencing the ongoing streams of information from multiple senses at the same
time, such as hearing and smelling, and having these be integrated into a much
deeper experience of the present moment.

SMEX., BEDOBERMICEZ > TWA I LITHTI2REBEEERNNKIBICEML., BEDOX
EIZCOWTHDEZNBMICHD LIz EME Lz, BEDREBOKREL. ABZEMNLEIRE
ARERDEMOBEZFE>TWD, SMEIE. BECREL EDBEHOBREN S DFEHROHEL
MERNEZRFICKEL., T ZRAEDEBO LY RBIMARICHE LIz EME LT,

On the early end of the continuum, participants had a greater experience of the present
moment, but they were able to be pulled into thoughts involving the future and past more
than participants at later locations. The further along the continuum participants went, the
more reliably their experiences seemed to be rooted in the present moment. Participants in
Location 4 reported a near total immersion in the present moment. Location 4 also included
unusual perceptual effects for some participants, such as visual perception switching from
3D to 2D or a feeling of being stationary in the world even while moving, such as when
walking or riding in a car. As this occurred, they reported feeling like the world was moving
through them.

ERAOMHDOERETIX. SMEFBREORBZ LY S CREEL TULVA., ThUBEOERE
DEMEBIZHRT, XEPBAEEFECBREICSIEAFENZE ZENSH o=, EFIKIZH-T
ELIFE, SNMEORRIBVEDRMBICBES L TWSESICRAT, OF— 32403
EIX, REDORBICIFZITTLICSRELTVWSEREL TS, Ay — 3 V4T, HEN
DM B2DIZHIYE DL -f=Y ., SVWTWSBEOHEICEH>TWLAEDOLSIZ, Byt THiH
ROPTRIELTWAIESIGRRIZHLGE, —HOSMEIZFIEEGCHNMENENAR G
f=o COEIBWENEDE, HANBSOFEZEBHLTVSESITRELERSLTL
%,

Another distinct perceptual change that was reported by all participants related to how
external events triggered internal reactions and emotional processes. Some interview
questions related to external events that, prior to PNSE, were upsetting. A consistent
example was that many male participants stated that it used to upset them when they were
cut off dangerously in traffic. When asked how they reacted after the onset of PNSE, their
answers depended upon where they were on the continuum. In Location 1 and 2, they could
still have strong reactions to things that deeply triggered them. In the traffic example, they
reported that it would not be uncommon for them to make an insulting gesture at the
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offending driver and accompany it with some swear words. For these participants, the
primary difference was in what occurred immediately thereafter. With PNSE, in a matter of
seconds (reported as 2 to 90 depending on the severity of the incident involved, and usually
on the extreme low end of the range if not life-threatening) their emotional state would return
to a baseline of high well-being, and they were no longer reactive or bothered by the
incident. They stated that prior to PNSE they would have remained upset much longer in
similar situations. Commenting on the difference, they typically speculated that the lack of an
individualized sense of self seemed to affect whether or not, and how long, they held onto
the perceived slights from these events.

Flz. SMEBLENBREL-ELS5—DOOHELHMEDELIT. NEBOEEXENAED L SIZH
MRIGOCERENLE TOLREFTHELENCEELTWS, mEOEROFIZIE. PNSEDH]
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TELEIBDIRAFYy—% LY, BREZDOLCESIBLEEFRAVYIBHILEFBLLGWN
EHRELTLS, CRAODSMEICE>TOEREWE, TOERICEES-Z &1, PNSE
TlE. H#PDSBIC (FHEOERMEICELT2~000EHESN, BEFIEGEBHTIEE
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Participants experiencing Location 4 provided further insight in to this phenomenon. An
example occurred during a participant interview on a major college campus. It was one of the
first warm days of the season and quite a few women on campus were lying out on the lawns
in swimsuits. Knowing that the participant was heterosexual, | asked about his experience of
all of these attractive young women. The participant responded that orient to one of them, but
nothing further would arise. When asked to speculate on why the orientation had occurred, he
stated that he assumed it was a low-level hardcoded reproductive response in his nervous
system.

O—Sa 4% KBLESMELLIE. COBRRIZODVWTHOELSIRAENELNT-, HD
RKFRXRZDF v UINATODSMEA VA EL—DRIZ, HDHLRH-1=-, TOHIFSI—X
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THHAZEEZMO>TUW DT, REIBEAMLGBEVLHEICEHENRRERIZOWVWTSNRTz, S
FlE. TDS5BD—ANIZARDFEINDEEZLN, TAULEDOZ LIFAIBE 54H -
T=o ARDHFARLE LEERAFZHATEILSICROONI-EE, BIEFALAEOBBREZRTIE
LRIVDEBTEHVWEBERETHD EHAIL -k T,
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Many participants in Location 2 were longtime meditators. For some of them, this seemed to
extend their ability to report on the unfolding layers of these perceptual processes in detail.
These individuals reported being able to begin to detect the difference between the orientation
response (mentioned above) and the physical, cognitive, and affective processes that arose
after it. They reported reaching a point where some events were reacted to by one or more of
these layers while others were not. This was in contrast to participants in Location 1 who most
commonly perceived all of these layers as one during an event, or at least as a greatly
reduced number of discrete processes.

A7—23 0 208MEDEZL FREEREZL TV, @AAIDSMBICE ST, 2D
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ADHERBITES LF=Y LTV =D EERBHTH -,

The ability of these perceptual processes to draw participants in to deeper action or reaction
also depended upon continuum location. As they moved further along the continuum,
participants were increasingly able to control their reactivity to external events. As this
progression continued, this active control faded and became increasingly less necessary for
two reasons. Initially this type of response would habituate and become automatic. Later,
participants reported simply having fewer and fewer internal experiences arise in reaction to
external events, similar to the orientating-only response mentioned previously.

NMoDMETOELZANSMEZ L YRWNMTBORISIZEIEADRENIL. EHRADMEICH
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Memory

LG

All participants reported that they placed less importance on their personal memories, and
their personal history in general. Both encoding and recall seemed to be affected depending
upon where participants were located on the continuum. In Location 1, changes in encoding
were generally not reported, though participants stated that memories seemed to arise much
less than previously. The number of memories that seemed to spontaneously arise were
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increasingly reduced the further a participant was along the continuum, similar to the
reduction that occurred in self-related thought. Despite a sense among many participants
that they were having memory issues, recall seemed accurate when participants were asked
questions that related to their past.

ITARTOSMERL. BAOEANGREERL., —RUICESTOBEANGERZLIYEEHRLT
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EICEET IEMESNI-LEDNREBIIEETH D LS ITBbhr=,

As participants neared and entered Location 4, they frequently reported significant difficulty
with recalling memories that related to their life history. They did not feel this way about
facts, however they could around the details of the biographical moments surrounding the
learning of those facts. They also reported that encoding for these types of memories
seemed greatly reduced. Although this was their perception, it did not appear to be the case
when talking to them. They were typically rich sources of information about their personal
history and their degree of recall seemed indistinguishable from participants who were in
earlier locations on the continuum.

SMEF, 07— 32 41TE3<K(2oN0, BADAEDERICEEST HEEEE VLT S
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These participants also felt that their short and mid-term memory was significantly affected.
While | witnessed instances of participants being unable to remember details of
conversations that had occurred only moments earlier, for the most part even participants
who felt that they had this type of memory deficit seemed able to accurately recall recent
parts of our conversation, things that happened earlier in the day, and so forth. It is possible
that this historical information simply does not arise on its own for these individuals and thus
does not seem to be as present. However, when asked specific questions the information
does appear to be present.
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TWEWELSICREZ5DA0H LG, LAL, BANGERMZS &, TDRMIFEL
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There was a noticeable exception that seemed to be a genuine deficit. As early as Location
2, but getting quite severe by Location 4, participants routinely reported that they were
increasingly unable to remember things such as scheduled appointments, while still being
able to remember events that were part of a routine. For example, they might consistently
remember to pick their child up at school each day, but forget other types of appointments
such as doctor visits. Often, they had adapted their routines to adjust for this change. Many
would immediately write down scheduled events, items they needed to get at the store, and
so forth on prominently displayed lists. When visiting their homes, | noticed that these lists
could be found on: televisions, computer monitors, near toilets, on and next to doors, and so
forth. It was clear that the lists were being placed in locations that the participants would look
with at least some degree of regularity. As smart phones have become more widely adopted,
many of these lists have migrated to scheduling apps that have reminders. Participants
consistently stated that they would prefer to remain in PNSE even if going back to what they
considered their prior normal experience of life meant that they would no longer have this
type of deficit.
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Additional Findings

EMEEHR

In addition to the previous points on sense of self, cognition, affect, memory and perception,
a range of additional findings emerged from the research. These often involved topics that
have been either repeatedly expressed or hotly debated in the religious, spiritual, and other
circles that have an interest in PNSE experiences. This section explores some of these
findings.
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Truth and Degree of Sensed Agency
BLohdXHEORELER

In Location 4, participants reported no sense of agency. They reported that they did not feel
they could take any action of their own, nor make any decisions. Reality was perceived as
just unfolding, with doing and deciding simply happening. Nevertheless, many of these
participants were functioning in a range of demanding environments and performing well.
One, for example, was a doctoral-level student at a major university. Another was a young
college professor who was building a strong career. Still another was a seasoned public and
private sector executive who served as a highlevel consultant and on various
institutionallevel boards.

A%7—2 3 V4TI, SMEBREEAEOREN GV EHREL TS, SMEE, B THEH
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FERBHSINATL =, ENIZTEMDIDLT . ChoDSMEDE X, HALGELWVRET
THREEL., RIFGNTA—TURZHEBLTUWV =, AKX —AFKRFRXZOBLLARLD
FEE o, T, BVREHERETEF YU T7ZRATLDIADB L, EHIZHS53—AE B
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The change in sense of self and perception involving the subject/object split that occurs at
Location 2 also seemed to bring with it a perceived change in agency. When asked about
agency, Location 2 participants would say things like, “there is no doer.” Like Location 4
participants, they had a sense that things were just unfolding, and that they were not doing
them. The longer a participant reported having been in Location 2, the greater the degree to
which they experienced this.

A—L 3 2 TRIDFHEEFHDOHANAZHFESACERBLMEDOEILIT. ZnITHE-TE
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Although it could reach the point where a Location 2 participant sounded like they were
reporting the same thing as a Location 4 participant, this was not the case. Just as with the
subject/object perceptual change, the change in agency was more comprehensive for
Location 4 participants.

A7—S 3 20ZMEN. O7—2 3 VADSMEBERLCEEZHEL TS KL SICHCT
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Participants at all locations reported a noetic sense that everything is fundamentally okay,
regardless of current life circumstances. They often felt that they had been given deep truths
and were unwilling to have these beliefs questioned. In Location 2, these feelings manifested
as an intuitive sense that there was a correct choice or path in every situation. Many
individuals in Location 2 were actively paying attention to and selecting the choice that felt
correct regardless of whether it seemed to make logical sense or would be considered the
socially acceptable thing to do.

TRTOAT—2 3 00SMEIE., BEOEFIKRICERFRE L., IRTHREAMICKL KT
EVWSEEBNLEBREEZRE L, BOIXLIEELIE, BELWEEBZE5Z 0TS ERKL, #
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Participants in Location 1 and Location 3 participants did not share this intuition. And, both
reported a sense of agency and felt they could make decisions and take actions.

AT—avi0smEEOT—2a 308 mEIX. COEREXAL TGN 2, &
=« ELLDSMEBLETHRUEHLAHY . BERRECTHNTEDERLTVDHERELT
W5,

Dogmatism: I’'m in PNSE and You’re Not
BEXIH  FIIPNESEE, HWILES

PNSE was often accompanied by a tremendous sense of certainty that participants were
experiencing a deeper or more true reality. This sense of internally experienced truth often
led to a form of dogmatism. This was especially the case among participants who had only
experienced one location on the continuum, or who were part of a group that officially
sanctioned one or more locations. Due to the certainty they felt, these participants had
difficulty accepting that individuals who described their experiences differently than what
they experienced or considered acceptable were actually experiencing PNSE. Participants
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with dogmatic tendencies felt like theirs was the correct and true version of the experience.
When asked to contrast their experience with the data collected from other participants,
these participants would often definitively state that the research project was obviously
having difficulty understanding what was and was not a valid PNSE experience.

PNSEIZLIELIE, sMENEKYEWN., HAIVWIIVERDOEEEZREBL TS EWS8®A
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Those who were knowledgeable of one or more spiritual system often had specific examples
of where my analysis was failing. For example, when | asked one well known Theravada
Buddhist teacher who at the time was in Location 2 about a Location 4 participant who
reportedly had no affect or sense of agency, he strongly argued that the participant was
stuck in a specific Jhana. Jhanas are temporary, precisely defined internal states that are
often reached through meditation in this tradition. They are considered different from PNSE
in his tradition. At the time, he was a well-known Jhana master who was able to enter these
various states at will. His certainty was so strong that he entered into the Jhana he was
referring to so that | could interview him in that state of consciousness and compare his
responses to the other participant.

—DULDRAEYFaTLGIVRATAICERLTWSALLE, FSAOAHFAKRKLTLNSA
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This Buddhist teacher was later introduced to the other participant, and for a time they
formed a friendly relationship. Over the course of the research, participants were often
networked in this way and the exchanges between them substantially increased the
understanding of what each was attempting to share. In this case, the Buddhist teacher also
had one of his most advanced students (also a participant in the study) shift on the
continuum from a location that the teacher considered Enlightened to this location that he
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thought of as being stuck in a Jhana. The reports from this student as well as the other
participant caused him to reconsider his position and accept the possibility that the location
of no affect or agency could also be considered a valid form of PNSE. He later experienced
it personally.
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For participants who initially landed in Location 2 or later, their initial PNSE experience often
brought with it such a deep sense of truth and certainty that it was hard for them to imagine it
as anything but the correct version of the experience. However, when significant changes in
the experience occurred, and the new experience felt as much or more certain and true than
the previous experience, it led most participants to accept that there may be other shifts that
can occur that also bring strong, and perhaps even greater, certainty with them. This allowed
them to be more accepting not only of their own experiences but also of what others
described to them.
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Consistency of Personality
ABO—RE

Despite an overwhelming change in how it felt to experience both themselves and the world
after the onset of PNSE, the outward appearance of the participants changed very little.
Generally speaking, they retained their previous mannerisms, hobbies, political ideology,
food and clothing preferences, and so forth. If participants were environmentalists prior to
PNSE, typically they remained so after it. If they were not, they usually had not become one.
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Many participants said that just after their transition to PNSE they were concerned that they
would have to go to work and explain the difference in themselves to co-workers. They went
on to be puzzled after a full day of work when no one seemed to notice anything different
about them. It was also common for participants to never discuss the change that had
occurred in them with their families and friends and to state that no one seemed to notice
much of a difference. In short, although they had experienced radical internal transformation,
externally people did not seem to take much notice of it, if any. Many of the participants did
not have friends and family who were interested in PNSE. Participants who tried to discuss
the change they were experiencing with those closest to them often encountered worry and
concern. The most common result was for the participant to never bring it up again.
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There seemed to be a clear distinction between a participant’s personality and his or her
underlying sense of sense of self. When the latter had shifted from the transition to PNSE,
the former seems to be able to continue to function relatively unabated. There are
exceptions. For example, the change in wellbeing in participants who were depressed prior
to the onset of PNSE was spotted by those around them. Generally, however, the external
changes were not significant enough to be detected, even by those closest to the participant.
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Persistent but Not Permanent: The Loss of PNSE

HENEAEEMNTIELL : PNSEQIEL
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In the course of reaching out to individuals self-reporting PNSE, the research project
encountered 17 individuals who claimed that they had previously experienced PNSE. The
length of persistence reported ranged from just over 1 year to 23 years. One year was
chosen for this research project as the minimum delineator of persistence.
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Three of these 17 individuals reported loss of persistency due to brain injury or iliness. Nine
of the individuals reported losing PNSE during an extremely stressful time in their lives. The
other five did not have any specific event or occurrence that explained it. Full interviews
were not conducted with these individuals to ascertain where they were on the continuum at
the time of PNSE loss, because they fell outside our participant parameters, however the
communication with them suggested that they had been in a broad range of possible
locations. This is a potentially rich area for future research, but one that was largely excluded
from this inquiry so that the focus could maintained on individuals with PNSE.
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Most participants expressed the belief that PNSE could never be lost. They stated that it
could be temporarily obscured, but that PNSE would always be present as the foundation of
experience. Many of them believed this was the case for everyone, not just themselves.
However, participants who personally knew someone who had lost PNSE were more likely
to accept that it could happen to them, as were participants who had read or heard of
accounts of this occurring. Participants whose personal experience of PNSE had not
changed significantly on the continuum over time were the most likely to express the belief
that PNSE was permanent and unshakable. When asked about accounts of those who had
lost it, they would often state that individuals sharing those experiences were probably never
fully experiencing PNSE.
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Stress and PNSE
A LR EPNSE

As mentioned, some individuals reported that stressful life events caused them to lose their
PNSE. The first hint of this was a woman who stated she lost her PNSE of 5 years at a time
when her father had just died, her son was ill and unlikely to survive, and her husband of
many years had left her. When asked about her internal state during this period, she stated
that it was her usual equanimity until she lost the experience of PNSE. After several more of
these types of reports the project began asking about life circumstances participants were
kept in touch with, in part to look for stressful situations.
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There were three times when it seemed like a participant’s stress level might have been high
enough to warrant a follow-up visit. The project’s very first participant was one of these
individuals. | had known this participant for over 20 years, since long before his transition to
PNSE. He was a healthy, retired medical doctor in his 60’s who was in Location 2.
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Over the course of a week, his father died followed very rapidly by his sister. He was also
going through a significant issue with one of his children. Over dinner | asked him about his
internal state, which he reported as deeply peaceful and positive despite everything that was
happening. Having known that the participant was bringing his longtime girlfriend, | had
taken an associate researcher with me to the meeting to independently collect her
observations. My fellow researcher isolated the participant’s girlfriend at the bar and
interviewed her about any signs of stress that the participant might be exhibiting. | casually

Published by Digital Commons @ CIIS,
https://digitalcommons.ciis.edu/conscjournal/vol8/iss8/1/ 37



Consciousness: Ideas and Research for the Twenty First Century | 2020 | Vol 8 | Issue 8

asked the same questions to the participant as we continued our dinner conversation. Their
answers could not have been more different. While the participant reported no stress, his
partner had been observing many telltale signs: he was not sleeping well, his appetite was
off, his mood was noticeably different, his muscles were much tenser than normal, his sex
drive was reduced, his health was suffering, and so forth. None of these were being noted by
the participant, even though he was professionally trained to identify them. The same was
observed in the other two participants.
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Summary of the Key Traits for Continuum Locations 1-4
EHFELonsr—oa1-40@R LG H5HE

Because information about the locations has been spread throughout other sections, this
section provides short summaries that consolidate the relevant information concerning each
location.

FAT—La vOFERMEOET 3 VIZHBLTWAS=H, CITREAT— 3 VD
BFEREFTLHOTHRICTLEDHTLS,

Location 1
A4—33 1

Location 1 was primarily marked by the sense that on a deep level, things were
fundamentally okay. Often this sense was in the background of participants experience,
though they reported that it still had significant effects on their levels of fear, anxiety, stress,
worry, and depression. Participants reported that even when psychologically triggered, they
could look for and find the sense that at the deepest level, everything was okay.
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Location 1 participants reported that their minds seemed much quieter because of a
reduction in the quantity and/or affective strength of self-related thoughts, but there were still
some emotionally charged thoughts that could pull them back into more active thought
streams. They experienced a range of positive and negative affect, but their negative affect
was more transient than prior to PNSE and did not have the power over them that it once
did. Psychological conditioning could still trigger thought streams and stronger affect, but
even these passed in a matter of seconds.

A7—2ar10EmEld. BEICEEL-BEOELRBEOREINABD LI-=HIZ, DK
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The overall change in their thoughts and affect left them with a feeling of deep inner peace
and a sense of being more firmly rooted in the present moment. This peace generally felt
more real than anything previously experienced and made their former experience of life
seem less real by comparison. It could be temporarily suppressed by external psychological
triggers, but would typically recover quickly once the stimulus was removed. Deeper
psychological triggers, such as the death of a close family member, could cause a longer
suppression of inner peace that in some instances could last for several days. Location 1
participants also often reported that their sense of self seemed larger than, and to extend
beyond, the physical body.
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Location 2

Asy—< 32
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Location 1 experiences deepened at Location 2. For example, Location 2 participants
experienced an increased loss of self-related thoughts as well as a continued reduction in
the ability of the thoughts that did remain to draw them in, when compared to Location 1. As
they deepened in this location, the range of affect they experienced became increasingly
positive, and the background sense that things were fundamentally okay increasingly came
into the foreground.

Ay—> 321 TORERIZ, 05— 302 TREYFESH-Tz, BIZIE, ay—P 302
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T=o

The primary differentiating characteristic of Location 2 was the change in subject/object
perception, and the resulting change in sense of self. Participants reported the absence of a
central locus of perception, which they often referred to in terms of the self. They described it
as feeling as though they had lost their individuated self, and having it replaced with a sense
of perceptual oneness or unity. One way this was often phrased was as there being no seer
only seeing, no hearer only hearing, and so on.
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Participants in Location 2 were more likely to have a strong noetic sense that there was a
correct decision or path to take when presented with choices. They expressed an inclination
to make their decisions based on this sense, even when an option seemed to be less
desirable, or even make no sense. Participants who progressed to this location from the
previous one reported an increased sense of well-being.

A7—23205mEF, BRERZERSALEEIC, ELWVIHROEFHFIHDE VSR
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Location 3

Published by Digital Commons @ CIIS,
https://digitalcommons.ciis.edu/conscjournal/vol8/iss8/1/ 40



Consciousness: Ideas and Research for the Twenty First Century | 2020 | Vol 8 | Issue 8

Asy—<323

At Location 3, participants had shed their negative affect, and now experienced one
dominant emotion that felt like a mixture of impersonal or divine compassion, joy, and love.
The single remaining positive affect was a near constant experience and companion for
Location 3 participants. The sense that things were fundamentally okay was now in the
foreground of experience nearly all the time. Remaining traces of self-related thought had
continued to fall away. Despite this, extremely strong psychological triggers, such as the
death of a child, could produce temporary reductions in inner peace.
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In Location 3, participants’ experience of inner peace continued to deepen. They reported a
feeling of connectedness and union with either their interpretation of the divine or of an
allpervasive consciousness. Participants at Location 3 described it as the pinnacle of human
experience. It was common for them to state that they could not imagine the experience of
being alive getting any better.
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Participants at Location 3 often stated that the world was unable to be any other way than it
currently was in the moment. While participants in other locations expressed this to some
degree, it seemed to have grown very deep roots by this point. These participants generally
did not place importance on choosing the correct decision or path like Location 2
participants. Participants who progressed to this point from the previous location reported an
increased sense of well-being.
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Location 4
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Location 4 was quite different than the previous locations. Participants reported that all
vestiges of self-related thought were reported were gone, as were experiences of emotion.
The feeling of deep interconnectedness and union with the divine or an all-pervasive
consciousness found at Location 3 were also not reported. Participants reported having no
sense of agency or ability to make decisions. They reported that it felt as if life was simply
unfolding and they were watching the process happen.

A7—> 324, QRIOAT—Y 3 v ERFECELG-TW =, SMEE, BEICEELE
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The change in subject/object perception found at Location 2 seemed to return in an even
deeper and more comprehensive form at this location. Participants who had experienced
both Location 2 and Location 4 described a marked difference. The sense of a lost
individuated self, and sense of perceptual oneness or unity from Location 2 was now
described as a shallower form of a similar but more complete version experienced at
Location 4. Paradoxically, this was also often described as feeling like a return to a more
bodily centered form of experience.

Ay— 3 2 TRONEEFHEZEOMEDELIE, CORYy—L 3V TREYEL, &
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Memory deficits were commonly reported in these participants, including the inability to recall
scheduled events that were not regular and ongoing. Psychological triggers that were
reported in this location involved fragments of negative emotions that were sometimes still
felt but did not fully form. Participants who progressed to this location from one or more
previous ones reported it has having a higher level of well-being.
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Location 5+, the Further Reaches of Fundamental Wellbeing
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Location 5+ refers to Location 5 or later on the continuum. As mentioned, all participants
who fit these locations moved to Location 5 or later after having been at Location 4, or
another earlier location. No participant reported a direct transition to Location 5 or later. All
Location 5+ participants reported transitioning to this location from Location 4.
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K2, ThoDyr—2 3 VICETEFESISMEFEE, Oy —2 3 V4 FEIEENLE]
DAT—avIZWVzk, O5—2a U5 LEICEELI-, A — 3 U5 LIEADEREM
BBTERELESNEEIV G-z, O —2 305U EOSMEFELE,. Oy —2 3 Y
ANSZOAT— a3 VICBELIZEREL TS,

Some Location 5+ participants immediately recognized Location 4 as an intermediary
location in their journey. Others believed they had found the final location, and it took them a
while to realize there may be additional road ahead. For the participants who moved beyond
it, Location 4 was most frequently described as the point where a great deal of their
individualized sense of self had been dissolved and disassembled, and a new level of
opportunity created for how they experienced life.

A —3 3 5 UEOSMEDORIZIE, A —2 a3 V4N RODREEATHSZEET IS
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Participants reported that Location 5 and later brought a degree of psychological
reintegration beyond anything participants had previously experienced within PNSE. This
seemed to even include very low-level brain processes such as the dissolution and
reassembly of how the senses were perceived, and even the reintroduction of emotional-like
experiences, for some. Each location from Location 5 through 9 generally involved at least
one additional cycle of this type of deep disassembly and reintegration. These seemed to
deal with scrubbing away the last vestiges of an individualized sense of self. Locations 5
through 9 seem to form a discrete set of locations, much as Locations 1 through 4 appear to.
By the end of Location 9, when asked about their experience of sense of self, participants
generally replied that it felt like only the universe was looking out their eyes.
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Unlike the previous locations, transition to these later locations could be dangerous. The
pieces of the remaining aspects of the participants’ former sense of self that fell away in
these later locations most often seemed old, deep, and very complexly embedded in the
psyche. Some dealt with low-level processes such as how the senses come together to
create experiences, and even fundamental bodily life support (breathing, heartbeat, etc.).
Transitions in these later locations sometimes caused temporary glitches in how these core
systems functioned within the body. Fortunately, most often these disruptions were short
lived and things reformed quickly. However, a small minority of participants did report times
when they took longer and serious, even life threatening, problems resulted.
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For example, some participants reported remaining unconscious, or had serious difficulties
with the function of their bodies for periods of days, weeks, and even longer after they
moved into one of these later locations. Most of these individuals were in supportive social
systems that cared for them during these times. Some, however, were not and seemed to be
alive mostly from a stroke of luck. For example, three had missed enough work that curious
co-workers came looking for them, found them passed out on their living room floor, and
called an ambulance.

BIZIE, FADDSMEFX,. BEZELR>-FETHoY., B, HBRH. So2@FEROD
T—LavItBBLERY., AOEBEICRAGEESAH - EREL TV, Ch DS
BDREEAERE, ChoDHEHP, BoZz77 LTS NEAXENEGHE AT LDHRIZN
f=o LHOVL. AADIES TREL, EARMNOFEIFTTEETVELIICRA =, #HIX
. SAFEFZRATW O, FFOLREBRLGRELSBESZHFELIZET, BERIOKTEH
EROTWBHDERDIT, MREZFAL,

Published by Digital Commons @ CIIS,
https://digitalcommons.ciis.edu/conscjournal/vol8/iss8/1/ 44



Consciousness: Ideas and Research for the Twenty First Century | 2020 | Vol 8 | Issue 8

It was clear that the decision to move into these later locations should not to be made lightly.
It may be very important to have sufficient social support and monitoring. This can be an
issue because at Location 4 and beyond there is a tendency to want to isolate in order to go
deeper and further along the continuum.
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The Fork in the Road at Location 5
O45— 3 50& LD IER

Up to Location 4, the continuum appeared to be a single path. Things got more complicated
at Location 5, and two different routes seemed to open up. The first, which will be referred to
as the Path of Freedom (PoF), looks very much like a continuation and progression of
Location 4. It involved continued lack of agency, emotion, divinity or an all-pervasive
consciousness, and so on. The second, referred to here as the Path of Humanity (PoH),
bears some resemblance to earlier locations. Generally speaking, the Path of Freedom was
more common in Eastern research participants, especially monastics, and the Path of
Humanity in Western ones.
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One primary difference between the PoF and the PoH is that participants on the PoH
described a reintegration of and return to some emotional experience. This is not the
personal emotion that was present prior to Location 3, or the composite emotional
experience of Location 3. To some participants, it seemed very much like aspects of a
limited range of traditional emotions, but impersonal. For others it was more deconstructed.
For example, love was a common emotional experience for later location participants to
report as having returned; however, when they were asked about how they experienced it,
they often gave an answer that sounded nothing like what an average person would
consider love. The subject of emotions from Location 4 on deserves its own article, and is
too complex to comprehensively cover here. However, it is important to acknowledge
because the return of some degree of emotionality led to participants reporting that they felt
more human again, thus the name Path of Humanity — where as participants in Location 4
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and later on the PoF typically reported that felt that they had gone beyond what it meant to
be human.
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Changes in the visual system were consistently reported by participants beginning around
Location 5 and increased in intensity through Location 8. These were sometimes
foreshadowed in earlier locations. For example, some Location 4 participants reported shifts
to two-dimensional instead of three-dimensional vision, but this was very rare. The visual
changes that began in Location 5 took many different forms. Some participants reported
having greater night vision, even to the point that darkness appeared dim, but not actually
dark. Relationships with light also changed. For example, some participants reported that
perceptual objects appeared self- or innerilluminated. Changes in visual meaningmaking
were reported at earlier locations, however the type and range of visual changes that
occurred beginning at Location 5 appeared to have perceptual qualities.
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Summary and Limitations
BERERR

Although persistent forms of nondual awareness, enlightenment, mystical experience, and
other forms of PNSE have been reported since antiquity, until now only sporadic research
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has been performed on these forms of lived experience. This study reports on the first
large-scale cognitive psychology study of this population using semi-structured interviews
evaluated using grounded theory and thematic analysis. Participants’ reports formed multiple
phenomenological groups in five core categories: sense-of-self, cognition, affect, perception,
and memory. These groups formed a range of composite experiences that it was possible to
visualize as a continuum of related experiences.
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A great deal remains to be done in detailing and understanding this continuum of
experiences. It is a rich area for future research and these results have some limitations.
Many of the phenomenological claims made here can be evaluated further with standard
psychological techniques. For example, wellbeing or emotional claims could be tested using
well validated and standardized self-report measures. Though the largest yet, sample size
and some aspects of diversity, such as sex, were limited. Additionally, all research was
conducted in English, leading to the possibility of additional findings in non-English speaking
populations.
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