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Editor's Foreword

This issue's lead article is an excerpt from sociologist Mori Insinger's 
honors thesis on the impact of a near-death experience on relation
ships, a topic of considerable anecdotal lore but little systematic re
search. In this article, Insinger explores both positive and negative 
effects of the experience on the NDErs themselves and on their 
families.  

We also include in this issue two shorter empirical investigations.  
My own study comparing suicide attempters who report NDEs as a 
result of their attempts and those who do not report NDEs found the 
two groups essentially indistinguishable in terms of psychopathology, 
religious background, and prior expectations of death and of the dying 
process. Health educators Barbara Walker, William Serdahely, and 
Lori Bechtel report three instructive cases of NDEs in which the 
individuals experienced precognitive visions not of their own futures 
but rather of what others would have experienced if the NDErs had 
actually died.  

In a letter to the editor, V. Krishnan raises questions about the 
neurobiological model of NDEs presented in a previous issue of the 
Journal by neuroscientists Juan C. Saavedra-Aguilar and Juan S.  
G6mez-Jeria. Finally, we announce and invite readers' participation in 
a network for informal communication among active near-death 
researchers.  

Bruce Greyson, M.D.
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The Impact of a Near-Death 
Experience on Family Relationships 

Mori Insinger 
University of Michigan 

ABSTRACT: This study explores the influence that a near-death experience 
(NDE) had on the family relationships of eleven NDErs, based on in-depth 
interviews. I detail the changes in relationships with extensive quotes provid
ing data on family interactions. Analysis of the adjustments of NDErs within 
their family relationships reveals that while some families cope well and are 
positively influenced by an NDE, others may encounter difficulty and cease to 
function as they previously did. The transformation that NDErs themselves 
undergo, as well as the attitudes of others toward the NDE and the NDEr, are 
instrumental in altering NDErs' family relationships.  

While the scientific explanation and/or interpretation of the near
death experience (NDE) is still not unanimously agreed upon, the 
effect it has upon the experiencers is decided real for them. As sociolo
gist William Thomas wrote: "If men define situations as real, they are 
real in their consequences" (Thomas and Thomas, 1982, p. 572). Pre
vious research has shown that the NDE has a significant impact on 
experiencers. Raymond Moody concluded that: 

There is one common element in all near-death experiences: they 
transform the people who have them. In my twenty years of intense 
exposure to NDErs, I have yet to find one who hasn't had a very deep 
and positive transformation as a result of his experience. (Moody, 
1988, p. 27) 

Mr. Insinger is with the Department of Sociology at the University of Michigan. This 
paper was excerpted and adapted from his seniors honors thesis. Reprint requests should 
be addressed to Mr. Insinger at 1819 Hill Street, Ann Arbor, MI 48104.
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It is this impact of the NDE on family interactions that I examine in 
this paper. This study explores the transformation that NDErs un
dergo, and the effects that this experience and transformation have on 
their family relationships. The NDE can have tremendous positive 
effects on experiencers and their lives, but can at the same time cause 
difficulties. Both aspects of this potentially life-changing event deserve 
further exploration.  

I believe that this line of research is of great importance for several 
reasons. There are obvious benefits that a greater understanding of 
this phenomenon will have for clinical knowledge and use. The medi
cal profession will be able to understand NDErs better as they cope 
with their experiences, both directly after them and as time pro
gresses. This will ease the task of the medical community as it deals 
with an increasing number of NDErs, as biomedical science increases 
our ability to resuscitate individuals who might have otherwise died.  

Clinicians and counselors will be able to assist the NDEr better as he 
or she has more time to react to, and gain understanding of, what has 
happened and the impact it may have. This will clearly benefit the 
experiencer, who may need and appreciate the knowledge, support, 
and understanding of counseling personnel. The family and friends of 
NDErs will also gain from the greater understanding of the impact of 
an NDE. This circle of relationships can be of critical importance in the 
life of an individual following an event such as an NDE. Better under
standing here can facilitate an easier adjustment for all who interact 
with an NDEr, as well as provide greater insight into family relation
ships and friendships from a different perspective.  

Furthermore, beyond adjustment in dealing with such an experience, 
there may be great value in the meaning that an NDE reportedly has 
for those who have them. Without putting NDErs on a pedestal, it may 
be that the examination and consideration of the way many of them 
attempt to live their lives, placing importance on the living of life in 
relation to others, is something from which others might benefit. I 
believe that the attitude many NDErs take toward living life, which 
admittedly is not unique to them, could make lives more satisfying, 
whether on a small or large scale; most people would be inclined to 
agree that consideration for others is a positive rather than negative 
attribute.  

Finally, I feel that our understanding of death, in any capacity, is of 
importance to all who live. Indeed, many lives are lived in relation to 
their ultimate termination in death. If we can expand this horizon of 
knowledge and understanding, we will surely benefit in the knowledge
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and understanding of how we all live. This in turn may enrich not only 
our relationships with others, but also our own lives.  

Literature Review 

The field of near-death studies is a relatively young branch of sci
ence. However, as the field has progressed, studies have begun to focus 
more on the implications of the NDE for the experiencer, in addition to 
the growing body of research on the characteristics of the experience 
itself. It is the knowledge of this impact that the NDE has, especially 
on the family interactions of an experiencer, that this paper will 
expand upon.  

Sociologist Charles Flynn (1982) discussed his preliminary findings 
on the implications of the NDE for the experiencer, pointing out com
mon transformations such as greater concern for and understanding of 
others. Soon after, Kenneth Ring (1984) published the first major study 
focusing on the aftereffects of the NDE. In this work, he concentrated 
on the strong personal transformations and value changes that many 
NDErs undergo. Ring reported that NDErs generally had an increased 
love and compassion for others, including a greater understanding and 
desire to help. The second major research work to deal specifically with 
the aftereffects of the NDE was Flynn's (1986), which supported Ring's 
findings and remains the primary sociological examination of the NDE 
to date. Flynn investigated the impact that the experience has on 
NDErs, but he also began to explore how it affects their social 
interactions.  

The beginnings of this exploration in greater depth have also been 
published in the writing of both P.M.H. Atwater (1988) and Barbara 
Harris and Lionel Bascom (1990). Atwater, herself an experiencer, 
detailed her research into both the positive and negative aftereffects of 
the NDE. Her work is among the first to deal candidly with the 
difficulties that an NDEr may have, in addition to the more positive 
aftereffects. Harris also addressed both aspects of the impact that her 
own NDE had on her life.  

Both of these authors continue the current exploration into how the 
NDE influences lives, including how it affects the social world of those 
who experience them. The implications that an NDE has for one's 
family relationships will therefore be the focus of this study, as more 
intense qualitative, sociological research in this area is essential to a 
better realization and understanding of the significance of the NDE.
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Methodology 

To examine the aftereffects of the NDE and their specific impact on 
family relationships, I conducted in-depth interviews with eleven 
NDErs. The sample was obtained by contacting researchers in the field 
associated with the International Association for Near-Death Studies 
(LANDS). These initial sources led me to contact the regional coordina
tors of Friends of LANDS discussion groups. I then was able to make 
personal contact with several NDErs to arrange for interviews.  

My criteria for selection included that the informant had experienced 
an NDE, regardless of having actually been clinically dead, near 
death, or not; was willing to participate in the study; and resided 
within a driving distance from the University of Michigan that would 
allow for a one-day trip in which to conduct the interview. The resul
tant sample was not specifically designed to be representative, but 
rather to allow the collection of extensive detailed qualitative data.  
Ten of the eleven informants were female, while ages at the time of the 
interviews (range = 31-69 years) and time elapsed since the subjects' 
NDEs (range = 3-28 years) varied widely.  

Six of my interviews with these NDErs took place in their homes, 
two were conducted through telephone conversations, one in the 
NDEr's office at work, one in a small restaurant, and one in a car as we 
drove to the home of another NDEr. All were sufficiently private, 
between the informant and myself, and during only one interview was 
there anyone else more than intermittently present; in that case, a few 
family members and close friends were present. Each interview was 
audiotaped.  

I conducted the interviews as uniformly as possible, beginning and 
guiding them with the same general questions and probes. I did allow 
for digressions as they arose, while maintaining the integrity of re
search objectives throughout the interview. I strove to keep the inter
views relatively informal, open, and comfortable, feeling this to be the 
best way to facilitate communication effectively. The emphasis was, 
however, on the NDEr relating his or her experiences, thoughts, and 
reactions to the interviewer; my role was primarily to guide the inter
view. The average length of the interviews was 90-120 minutes.  

The interviews began with an explanation of research objectives and 
an assurance of confidentiality. The discussion then generally turned 
to an account of the subject's actual NDE, both in circumstance and 
description. The informant was allowed to explain this with as little 
interviewer commentary as possible. The interview was then generally 
guided toward discussion of relationships and interactions with others,
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along several different themes. Conversation was directed to explore 
relationships both before and after the NDE, including the changes 
and adjustments that took place. Both positive and negative aspects of 
the aftereffects were discussed in detail. After the completion of all 
eleven interviews, I made five follow-up calls for purposes of clarifica
tion and elaboration.  

I analyzed the data by first transcribing all interviews. I then indi
vidually and thoroughly examined the transcriptions, and coded each 
part of the interview, theme by theme. I then broke down general 
themes into extensive subthemes, in an attempt to capture the many 
aspects of family interaction that may be correlated with the after
effects of the NDE. Finally I disassembled the interviews, and reor
ganized them by thematic classification for presentation.  

Thematic Analysis 

This report will be organized into topical sections for the exploration 
of several issues relevant to family interactions of NDErs. The anal
ysis will feature extensive quotes to utilize the data gathered in this 
study. The discussion will explore how families may react to an NDEr's 
experience, and how the NDE may affect an experiencer's relation
ships with his or her family unit as a whole, as well as with individual 
members of the family. For reasons of confidentiality, the names of all 
informants have been changed.  

As is the case with the various elements of the NDE, the aftereffects 
of the near-death experience are difficult to generalize for all experi
encers. The impact that an NDE has on the life of an experiencer is 
unique to each individual. While the findings of this study may in 
some aspects be generalizable, they by no means constitute an absolute 
or exhaustive report of the implications that an NDE may have for 
one's family interactions. The findings are more accurately the ways in 
which an NDE has affected the lives of specific individuals participat
ing in this study.  

In studying death-disrupted systems, sociologist Glenn Vernon 
(1970) reported that conflict is likely to occur in areas of interaction 
when prior planning has not taken place to form a set of expectations, 
in the case of an event such as the death of a family member. In a 
similar sense, the NDE of a family member is rarely, if ever, expected, 
and therefore might be likely to result in similar conflicts.  

The conflict in this situation could be either heightened or lessened 
by the remaining presence of a member who might have been trans-
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formed by an experience such as an NDE. The survival of the member 
could be relieving for the family, but the possible aftereffects could on 
the other hand be disturbing. If the loss of a family member can 
require readjustment, so might the change in a family member's char
acter. There may be a "social death" of sorts, when the familiar person
ality of someone dies, and the former behavior patterns that involved 
the experiencer may be disturbed. Indeed, change, whether in the form 
of a death or a drastic change in personality, could forseeably be 
troubling for others in a family unit.  

While the study of these matters seems to focus on the potential for 
negative consequences, it is worthwhile to note that although the NDE 
can create difficulties in a family system, it is also a phenomenon with 
potential for dramatically enriching the relationships in a family.  
Whether it is in regard to their parents, spouses, or children, the 
family relationships that NDErs have are often affected to one degree 
or another by the experience. Indeed, the NDErs interviewed in this 
study all reported finding that their family relationships were influ
enced by their NDEs, in both positive and negative ways.  

Family Reactions to the NDErs Experience 

An event which has the potential to change someone's character 
significantly, can thereby have a variety of effects on the relationships 
of the family. One of the most critical issues in the family system of an 
NDEr who has just "come back" is the initial adjustment and accep
tance that a family may have to incur. The family of an experiencer 
may or may not find it difficult to discuss and accept the NDE and its 
ensuing aftereffects on the experiencer.  

After her NDE, Sue found that her parents were not very receptive to 
her explanation of her experience: 

My parents-my dad-you can't talk to him anyway. He's got three 
subjects: golf, money, and Florida. They're retired now, but that's all 
he has lived for. So I have never ever tried to talk to him about my 
NDE, and I won't even try. Dad and I are like two worlds apart, 
communicating-wise, and my mom, she doesn't even believe in it. [She 
is quite familiar with] the books by Moody and Ken Ring ... but she 
doesn't believe in it. I've shared my experience with her, how it 
changed my life, because Mom and Dad saw this big change in me.  
Here I was, this depressed person who stayed in her room with the 
music on, didn't go out, didn't do anything, until some really different 
changes. So they saw some changes, but Mom cannot relate them to
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that. She just thinks it was a suicide attempt, you know, (I got on 
medication, it lifted my depression), and saw the change, and she 
thinks my psychiatrist is the one who did it.  

Sue's relationship with her father has apparently never been one 
with open communication. Therefore, it may be understandable that 
the NDE would not necessarily make it easier for her to talk with him, 
but Sue did express that she now had a greater willingness to commu
nicate. As she explained, Sue has not found much acceptance of her 
discussion of her NDE with her mother, either. It is also apparent that 
even family members familiar with NDEs may not be enthusiastically 
accepting or supporting of an NDEr's discussion of the experience.  

Cathy discussed her problems in trying to talk with her family about 
her NDE and the meaning it has to her. While they do acknowledge a 
change in her character, they are not eager to talk about or accept the 
NDE as the basis for her transformation. I asked Cathy if discussing 
her NDE with her family has at times been difficult: 

Yes, in the communication aspect, very definitely. There is so much 
inside of me, and it's not an event that happened, once in your life
gone like a memory or dream, only to reflect upon whenever you want 
to. The experience became my life. It is who I am now, and with that, I 
want somebody to take that whole package.... If they reject my 
experience, they reject me.... I want the people closest to me to 
embrace my newness, who I've become, and this is very, very difficult 
to do, especially when you're trying to communicate something that 
sounds too weird. You know, for my family members, that are log
ically oriented people-who have for the most part never had any 
paranormal experiences occur to them, this all seems so silly and so 
foolish, to spend so much time focusing your attention on. So, I have 
learned to know when it's safe to say something and when it's not safe 
to say things, or just keep a lid on it. Communication is very difficult, 
because you're trying to explain something that for the most part, 
they have had no practical experience with themselves. You're talk
ing about things that just are so out of the ordinary waking experi
ences, you just can't jibe. At first, I just said everything because I was 
so wound up-the experience, how I felt afterwards, all kinds of 
things.... A lot of those kinds of things that I was sharing with my 
family, just didn't sound... and in retrospect, [laughs], I've got to be 
honest with you, if somebody said those things to me-really! They 
have the patience of angels, when I look back at it! I must have 
sounded like one nut. Now, I just kind of know what they're capable of 
listening to and what they're not. [Do they acknowledge that you are 
any different now?] Yes, that's very nice, they are very happy [but] 
they won't acknowledge that "Oh, that's because of your experience," 
because they have difficulty believing these experiences exist in the 
first place. They are logic-oriented, and just think I'm getting older,
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wiser, or something like that. You know, mellows you out a little bit.  
I'm not sure they even want to put a label on it, because to do so means 
that something did happen.... I tell them what it's due to, but right 
away I'm met with, "Oh, there you go again, talking about that stuff, 
that weird stuff again. That has nothing to do with it." They just think 
I changed independently, on my own, in the normal course of growing 
and changing; there is a very logical explanation for it, and you don't 
have to go searching for answers out there, it's very normal.  

I asked Cathy how she felt about her family's inability to accept her 
NDE, and whether or not it has actually materialized as a problem in 
their relationship. It seems that although this is at times frustrating 
for her, she may just look at this topic as something that they do not 
agree upon or discuss at great length, and therefore does not feel it has 
been a great problem or conflict. Cathy explained; 

It would be real nice for them to embrace it ... but there will always 
be that space between a nonexperiencer and an experiencer. It would 
be nice, but that's not reality.... I can maintain a wonderful harmo
nious family relationship-very loving, close intimate family life, 
without need to dump this on them, and try to get them into my space.  
I'm much more relaxed in that. They need to be where they're at, and 
I'm willing to accept them on the level that they're at now; it really is 
okay. It's okay if my husband is an atheist and doesn't believe in God, 
it really is okay.... Prior to my experience, no way! I would have 
wanted to change them, mold them, manipulate them... to get them 
on my way of thinking or doing things.  

So it appears that while Cathy's family doesn't openly accept her 
having had an NDE, they do acknowledge a change in her character, a 
change that Cathy explained is positively received. The experience is 
certainly important to Cathy, yet she is accepting enough of her family 
to not force them to discuss or believe what she feels about her NDE.  
While there is concern and love for those others in her life, and thus a 
desire to share the experience with them, there is also an understand
ing acceptance of who they are, not a desire to change them or their 
beliefs.  

Other NDErs may at times find that the discussion of their NDE can 
be met with more than disbelief or a lack of receptivity. For some, 
talking about their NDE could be a source of tension and discomfort in 
their families. Some of the experiencers interviewed remarked that 
they felt that they really couldn't discuss their NDEs with their fami
lies, because it simply would have been more upsetting to them than 
anything else. Jenny said that her family really does not know much
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about her experience, because religion is not a very comfortable topic 
of conversation with them. She explained; 

One of the reasons that I left home is because I wouldn't go to mass 
and so this is the big breach in our family. It's like, "When are you 
gonna come back to THE church?" and that's never going to happen, 
so we don't talk about religion. That's why [my NDE] hasn't been 
shared. Basically, it would just cause all kinds of, "What? Oh my God! 
You've got to see a priest, or-I mean there would be some overtone of 
Catholicism and that. I just really don't want to deal with-and I don't 
think my mother really would believe me. That's why I haven't pur
sued it.... We don't talk a lot. Our family is just not terribly 
communicative.  

In Jenny's case, it seems that the relationships in her family, espe
cially in terms of open discussion, were already somewhat strained 
because of religious differences, so it is obvious why she would choose 
to just not talk about her NDE. That could simply make things more 
difficult. Furthermore, she feels that the reaction to her experience 
would be one of skepticism or even hostility. This too, would only serve 
to make matters more uncomfortable.  

Pat expressed similar reservations about discussing her experience 
with the family she grew up in: 

[On my own, I had become Catholic, so] if I went to the Baptists in my 
family and told them what I know, they would be very upset with me.  
They believe in Hell, and they believe in the Devil, and they believe in 
all these things.... so it would upset their apple cart. They couldn't 
accept it. There would be no way they could, and I recognize that too, 
so I just don't push it. I don't discuss it with them. [How do you think 
they would react if you did tell them about your experience?] They 
probably would be afraid for me. They would be afraid that I had a 
contact with evil forces, if I went into it. It's not so much that I'm 
concerned what they think of me... I wouldn't hide [it from them], but 
I don't want to put a worry on them.  

Like Jenny, Pat obviously refrains from sharing her NDE with these 
members of her family because of the difficulty it would create for 
them. She also explained that she doesn't avoid discussing it because 
she is worried for herself, but it is imaginable that some NDErs could 
feel pressured to not share their experience for that very reason. Some 
might feel that a family that would be upset, and even worried about 
"evil forces," would be too much to deal with, despite wanting or 
needing someone to talk with. This could certainly be troublesome for 
one who is feeling confused or uncertain about the NDE. It could serve
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to further alienate one who already feels a need for sharing his or her 
thoughts with an open ear.  

The family of an NDEr could also simply not show much reaction at 
all to the experiencer relating the experience. Ann, for instance, found 
that her mother was simply reticent. While not being interested or 
supportive, her mother did not necessarily react negatively, or express 
any problems with it, either. Ann explained: 

I told [my mother] about the experience, and we never talked about it 
again. She never made a comment when I first told her, nor later did 
she ever bring it up.  

Some NDErs, though, find that their families are interested and 
supportive of the experience. Although Pat did not feel she could talk 
about her experience with the family that she grew up with, she found 
that her husband and children now are all very accepting of the NDE 
as a part of her life. Pat said: 

[My husband] is a person who accepts me totally, and knows and 
understands the experience. He had four children, and they accepted 
it totally. My children accept it. I'm surrounded by people, in my 
everyday life, of total acceptance. I don't have anybody who is nega
tive toward it.... So, I'm sort of cushioned in very positive 
surroundings.  

In this environment, Pat has found it quite easy to discuss her NDE 
and her feelings about it, as it has influenced her life. It is a significant 
part of her life, and she feels fortunate to have such an accepting and 
understanding family. It should be noted however, that Pat had her 
NDE before she married her present husband, so the only way that he 
has known her has been after her experience. This might therefore 
have lessened the need for any adjustment that might otherwise have 
been necessary.  

Unlike Pat, Mary had her NDE after having been married and a 
mother for several years, but has also found her family to be very 
accepting and understanding, saying: 

I've had no problems with my family at all. I don't know that they 
said, "I believe you," but they never said they didn't-and they ac
cepted it-whether they believed it or not, they accepted it.  

While there was no apparent problem for Mary's family, with the 
occurrence of her NDE, it did necessitate some adjusting, some time to 
understand. Mary's husband explained:
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It took me a while, I think, really, not to accept-maybe to understand 
what happened. It wasn't that I disbelieved her. I just didn't quite 
accept all of it. And as we talked, and as time went on, yeah, I feel 
something happened there, something very remarkable.... I think I 
told [her] I did [believe her] after a while.  

Mary's daughter was also present during the interview, and com
mented on her own reaction to her mother's NDE. She mentioned that 
because of having discussed NDEs in a course while she was in college, she 
was more easily able to accept and understand her mother's experience: 

I think the reason that I did was just having had that course. If I 
hadn't had that course, I think I would have been in a different spot
because it would have been such a foreign idea to me-but having had 
that and realizing that other people had it and all that stuff, it was 
kind of exciting. I think my concern at that time was when [Mom] told 
me that [she] was afraid we were going to reject [her] and I think that 
was what I was keying in on, more than saying, you know, that I was 
excited about it, or it was great, or whatever, because I knew it was 
real sensitive to [her] and that [she] wanted our acceptance so much.  

As Mary's daughter suggested, a lack of familiarity with NDEs could 
make the acceptance and adjustment of a family group to an NDE 
difficult. When one member of a family experiences something as 
moving as an NDE can potentially be, the other members could easily 
feel confused or uncomfortable. For this reason, it is likely that the 
understanding and acceptance that Mary's family had for her made 
her sharing of her NDE easier than it might be for some others. Mary 
herself expressed sympathy for her family, similar to what Cathy said 
earlier, remarking: "If someone had told me this had happened to 
them, I don't know if I could believe it or not!" 

It is evident that NDErs may have strong love and concern for their 
family, and that the experience may have a positive influence on their 
relationships. However, difficulties of some sort may also be inevitable 
after substantial changes in one member of a family occur, such as 
those that NDErs often undergo. It therefore seems that an attempt at 
mutual understanding of everyone in a family system can help make 
any necessary adjustments easier for everyone.  

Relationships with Spouses 

The relationship with a spouse is decidedly a significant part of an 
NDEr's link to a family unit, and could be strained and/or strength
ened when an event such as an NDE occurs in the life of one of the
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partners. In some cases, relationships between spouses may encounter 
very few problems, or they may experience minor difficulties that can 
be resolved with patience, understanding, and adjustment. Others may 
find that an NDE makes a marriage impossible to continue. Regard
less of which is the case, most married NDErs are in agreement that 
their relationship with a spouse is substantially influenced by the 
NDE.  

Some of the NDErs in this study found that after their experience, 
the ensuing difficulties in their marriages could not be worked out, and 
thus led to divorce. Flynn remarked that although "no exact data are 
available on the rate of divorce among NDErs as compared with the 
general population ... other researchers and I have informally ob
served ... a relatively high divorce rate among NDErs" (Flynn, 1986, 
P. 24). It is certainly not valid to assume, though, that divorce is 
inevitable.  

Pat's marriage to her first husband ended several years after her 
NDE. She mentioned that she thinks they were probably destined to be 
divorced eventually because of his psychiatric problems, but that she 
remained in the marriage for a while, hoping that things could be 
worked out. Although this relationship did end in a dissolution that 
was seemingly not resultant of Pat's NDE, I found her discussion to be 
significant because of her relationship to this former spouse while they 
were still married. It is apparent that her NDE had a significant effect 
on her relationship with this man, because of the way she felt toward 
him despite the problems they were having.  

Pat explained her former husband's problem: 

I went to a psychiatrist because of my ex-husband's problem as a child 
molester.... I had to watch my children very closely. I caught him 
before he actually harmed them right in the beginning stages, I 
caught him right away, thank God... So, I went to the psychiatrist 
and protected my children faithfully, but the psychiatrist asked me, 
"Why do you stay with this man?" and I said to him, "This man has 
many fine qualities." Unfortunately my husband didn't follow up on 
visits-I couldn't stay in the marriage.... I suffered the consequences 
mentally, there, knowing what I was doing, and I thought this is no 
good, I can't do this.  

Pat's compassion for this man in this situation is extraordinary; most 
people might not have had any patience for such a person. She went on 
to relate the extent to which she was tolerant of his problems, which 
further illustrates her extreme understanding and concern for him, 
despite the consequences it had for her and her children:
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I can't tell you there wasn't any friction [in finally separating] because 
there absolutely was, I did harbor feelings, and still do, of dislike. I 
think there would be cause even to do physical harm, in my mind, if I 
hadn't had this [experience]. There were so many opportunities to do 
physical harm, that I could have done, that I didn't do.... [There was] 
one incidence of physical violence that my husband inflicted on me, 
and it was very dangerous, and it was very physical, and it could have 
hurt me badly-and there were knives right near me-and I knew 
they were there. I knew I could pick them up, and that I could use 
them and stop the abuse and possibly no one would have condemned 
me for it, but I took the abuse, and I carry the bruises and the scars to 
this day-from the physical violence. [Before my experience though], I 
probably would have defended myself.... I didn't put him in prison, I 
could have done that, and one of the reasons I didn't put him in prison 
is the fact that I knew what they would do to him in prison; he 
wouldn't get any help.  

The understanding and love that Pat showed for her former husband 
is nothing short of remarkable. Not only was she tolerant of his inflic
tion of mental and physical abuse on both their children and herself, 
she also maintained a genuine concern for his welfare. She recognized 
that she could have taken several courses of action, but continued to 
try to deal with the situation until the dissolution of their marriage.  
Still to this day, she does not use the word "hate" with regard to her 
feelings for him. Pat explained that she attributes her tolerance and 
understanding for this man to her NDE. She described the love that 
she feels for people, including him, in a way similar to what several 
other NDErs said about someone who has been hurtful to them: 

[How does the love that you felt in your experience affect your rela
tionship with someone?] It doesn't allow me to do anything purposely 
to hurt another human being. There can't be any revenge to anything 
that anybody does to me.... Even if that person has hurt me ... [to 
hurt them back] goes against unconditional love. I was shown what 
unconditional love is; I was given unconditional love, and once that 
happens, you just can't do it, you just can't deliberately hurt another 
human being.  

In feeling this sort of love for people, because of her experience, Pat 
found herself to be unable to hurt her former husband intentionally, 
and was instead extremely compassionate and understanding. It may 
not be that all NDErs feel such understanding to this limit, but Pat is 
by no means alone among NDErs in the strength of her convictions.  
This sort of behavior may be incomprehensible to those who do not 
easily understand the unconditional love that NDErs describe. Some
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people may feel that NDErs are simply naive, in the sense that Atwa
ter (1988) mentioned, with their acceptance of others. Indeed, this may 
be how some view the attitudes and actions of some NDErs. Regard
less, many NDErs feel certain of the absolute goodness of behaving out 
of unconditional love with everyone, including their spouses.  

Pat's second marriage has apparently been much more successful 
than her first, and she talked about her relationship with her present 
husband. She explained how she felt after her dissolution from her first 
husband, before she met the present, saying she prayed that if there 
was to be someone in her life, he would have to be "brought to her." 
That, then, is how she feels she met her current husband, saying, "It is 
a long story, but he appeared ... and kept coming back." Since then, 
she feels that this marriage has been very successful, remarking that 
her husband is very accepting and understanding of her, commenting 
that "In every aspect of my life, this person that I married has more 
than fulfilled every need, so it worked out very well." As previously 
mentioned, the fact that the two met after Pat had her experience may 
have made things easier than in some NDErs' marriages. There may 
not have been the adjustment that a family might normally undergo 
when one member has this suddenly life-changing experience.  

Pat admitted that as with any marriage, there are times when she 
and her husband do not agree on everything. When this occurs, she 
explained, her NDE is a great influence on how she deals with the 
situation. She discussed a recent conflict, where she felt one way about 
something, and her husband felt another: 

I was able to get really quiet, and ... go back to the area that I was in 
when I had the NDE. Now I can't go back as far as I did ... however, 
there is an area that I can get into that is almost like the beginning of 
the NDE. It's a very deep meditative state, to a part where you have 
contact with either your higher self, or with God speaking through 
yourself. So when I went into this meditative state and I wanted to 
know what to do, "What should I do?" and the answer I got had 
nothing to do with what I should do at all. [Instead], it gave me total 
understanding of what was going on from [my husband's] viewpoint, 
and made me be totally understanding of what his side was. . . where 
he was coming from.... that there was a fear behind it. So, when you 
find that person's fear, then you understand where they're coming 
from and there's no need for the confrontation-so there's more 
understanding.  

Pat went on to say that she felt that before her experience, it was 
easier to understand where she was coming from, and she found it hard 
to "release herself" from her own needs. She also mentioned that there
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has been one specific matter that she and her husband have at times 
had difficulty with: 

The only thing that I can say that [my husband] has had a problem 
with me is my lack of regard for money. I have absolutely no concept 
or regard for money ... and so if I have money, I'm happy. If I don't 
have money, it makes no difference to me, so he keeps track of all the 
finances in the family. I'm fortunate at the moment, that things are 
fine, and I suppose if I had to, I could, but I just don't have any regard 
for that, for money, that way.... It took him a while to understand 
that I have no regard for money. If somebody needs something and I 
give it, he says, "Well, did they pay you back?" and I say, "I don't 
remember-it doesn't matter. It took him a while to understand 
that.... So, I get an allowance, and when I get that, it can go any
where, and he knows that.  

A problem of this sort can be difficult, when the two may have 
conflicting values that they feel are important. Indeed, both Ring and 
Flynn commented on such matters, saying that they found most 
NDErs place less value on money and material things after their 
experience (Ring, 1984; Flynn, 1986). Value changes of this nature can 
thereby be troublesome in a partnership such as marriage. It may take 
time, patience, and understanding to resolve such conflicts.  

Like Pat, Dorothy also found that her first marriage could not con
tinue after her NDE. Dorothy however, is more apt to attribute her 
divorce to the NDE and her resultant change in character. She feels 
that the transformation after her experience was too drastic for her 
former husband to cope with. She explained that he just could not 
understand her new personality, because it was not what he had been 
used to or comfortable with. She said he would complain that she was 
"expounding all of this about seeing the Light, seeing dead relatives, 
and about all of these changes [that had occurred in her]" and that he 
would say. "Give me back my wife!" Dorothy explained, "You just can't 
do that." Furthermore, he could not accept what he would describe as 
her "talking about Heaven and God and Light and Hellish situations." 
As much as NDErs seemingly do not want to hurt others, they might 
feel so strongly about the very matters that their spouses have diffi
culty with, that they may have to end the relationship. In Dorothy's 
case, the relationship became so difficult for her husband that they 
eventually were divorced.  

Although Dorothy is now happily remarried, she remarked that 
there are still occasional difficulties. Saying that "It can be hard for 
people to get around materialistic values," she explained that her
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husband sometimes has trouble with her generous nature: her fre
quent long-distance telephone calls, or her travelling out of her way to 
help someone with something. As an example, Dorothy was kind 
enough to take a weekend trip to meet with me, and to introduce me to 
another NDEr. As Dorothy pointed out, he might remark: "What are 
you getting out of this trip?" Again, the generous nature that an NDEr 
such as Dorothy exhibits for so many others might be troublesome for a 
spouse who is not used to that sort of behavior. She feels that it is 
simply hard for her husband to accept her always helping others. I 
asked her how she decides what to do, knowing that her husband 
might be either angry or hurt at times. She responded: 

What I feel in my heart, that deepest instinct in me, that's what I 
follow and have to do.... Sometimes you have to let [those concerns of 
others] roll off of your back, because if you really take it personally, it 
can hurt. Other times, I ask God to help him understand. I've told 
[him] that I have to do what I have to do ... and my whole thing is 
reaching out and touching, being a part of someone's life helping 
someone else through whatever.... It's not easy to explain that to 
people-you have to hope that with time they will understand it 
better.  

Dorothy explained that she does not resent her husband's difficulty 
understanding her, or try to force him to change. She said: 

[He] cannot always understand [my having to do what I do], but that 
doesn't make him less of a person.... We don't necessarily agree on 
things, but this is his space, his understanding, so I leave him in that.  
If we find something that, between my world and his-there is a 
bridge there-then that's great... . differences aren't any heavier, 
they just change focus.  

Thus, Dorothy accepts her husband the way he is, which is perhaps 
the way NDErs would ideally like to resolve their differences with 
others. None of the NDErs that were interviewed in this study indi
cated any strong desire to change others, including those closest to 
them. They might be eager to share a part of themselves, but did not 
indicate any desire to direct the lives of others. Interestingly, though, 
Dorothy mentioned that she has known some NDErs who seemingly 
have wanted their experience to be meaningful for their spouses, 
saying that they "may feel it is [their] place to help in the spouse's 
transformation, not understanding that each person's transforma
tion ... comes to them on their own."
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It is also notable that Dorothy commented that the problems that she 
and her husband have are not necessarily any more difficult than 
problems before her NDE; they are just problems of a different nature.  
Nevertheless, they need to be dealt with, and Dorothy related how she 
has tried to assuage her husband's concerns: 

I told [my husband], "It's not that I love you any less, I've just been 
given a greater capacity for caring ... and [if I] share that caring with 
someone else, don't think that's being taken away from you, because 
it's not. It's just that I'm being spread a little thinner." That doesn't 
always satisfy their need though.... It is hard for him to deal with 
sharing Dorothy's time. [Does this "being spread thinner" mean di
minished quality to others, though?] Right, I don't see it as diminish
ing. He may see it as diminishing, but then on the other hand, if I 
were home today, [he's] not home, he's working someplace .. . so what 
good am I going to do sitting at home in an empty house? 

Obviously, this situation can be hard for both partners in a relation
ship to deal with effectively. They may both feel very strongly about 
their positions. NDErs may feel that they do indeed "have to do what 
they have to do," but still love their spouse just as much as ever, as 
Dorothy said. Spouses on the other hand may feel that the person they 
married has drastically changed, or is no longer as devoted or loving a 
partner, as he or she was before. It is foreseeable that with some 
people, feelings of jealousy or abandonment could certainly arise.  

Atwater (1988) mentioned in her research that NDErs and their 
families may at times not have the same perception of their relation
ship. She described NDErs who felt they were so much more loving 
than before, yet their families did not perceive the kind of love that the 
NDErs felt they were giving. Atwater remarked that while her own 
daughter thought "Mom" was more understanding, she "was no longer 
personal, familiar, or even lovable" (Atwater, 1988, p. 72).  

Similarly to Dorothy, Beth also divorced after her NDE, finding that 
her husband could not cope with the changes in her character.  
Beth explained how she feels she was a different person after her 
experience: 

I was suddenly in touch with my emotions, (emotion was something 
that was never shared in the family before), and all of a sudden I'm 
getting emotional, over good things-seeing the beauty in life, seeing 
quality in so many things that [my husband] didn't consider valuable, 
and his values were still very materialistic-businessman, enjoyed 
gambling, enjoyed status, (everything was based around status
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seeking)-and that wasn't important to me anymore. I wasn't his 
partner, in that end of it.... I [could understand him], but he couldn't 
understand why I wasn't supporting what he thought was important.  
Like if we took a vacation, it would have to be something centered 
around-like on a cruise-gambling, and that wasn't romantic to me, 
and I wasn't playing the role that I had played before; I wasn't 
supportive of that. In the last three months we were married, he 
finally insisted we go into counseling-I had asked him for years, and 
all he kept saying was "make her go back to the way she was." ... For 
a long time, I felt very guilty that I had changed. It's taken me all of 
this time to realize that I'm a human being and I deserve to change.  
His whole thing was that I was wrong, because I had changed.... He 
wanted somebody that was dependent, and I think my [new] self
esteem was threatening to him.  

Clearly, Beth's husband found the change in her very difficult to deal 
with. The familiar partner that he had for many years was suddenly a 
different person in his eyes. In this sense, his reaction was similar to 
that of Dorothy's first husband, but as Beth explained, her husband 
was not upset simply that she was different. More importantly, she no 
longer valued the things that he did. Beth also suggested that another 
part of the problem may have been that he was used to a more depen
dent wife, and therefore felt not only alienated by everything that was 
suddenly important to her, but also challenged by her new personality.  

Interestingly, the reactions of both Beth's husband and Dorothy's 
husband are similar to what psychologist John Bowlby described in his 
research on mourning. Bowlby (1961) suggested that if an interaction 
system such as a family focuses on the loss of an original member, such 
as an NDEr having changed from the way he or she was before the 
NDE, this can result in grief and disappointment. He also pointed out 
that if the interaction system continues to do so, there may also be 
anger to regain what has been lost. This may be what these two 
husbands were, in a sense, doing after their wives' personalities were 
transformed by their NDEs.  

Beth is not married at this time, but briefly shared her feelings about 
her present relationship with another man. She commented: 

I'm in a relationship now with a wonderful man and we just really 
complement each other. We're both still very aware of our weak
nesses, and each other's weaknesses, but that's okay; we're supporting 
each other's growth and supporting each other spiritually. It's not 
a threat, his growth and his spiritual expansion isn't a threat to me 
and neither is mine [to him]. So, now I'm creating healthy rela
tionships.
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Beth explained that she came to value relationships, getting to know 
and helping others, after her experience, and that this was also trou
bling for her former husband. She expressed much more satisfaction 
with the relationships that she has been in since the NDE, being 
involved with people who understand and accept who she is. As she 
mentions here, her relationship is complementary, and not threatened 
by her growth and spirituality.  

The relationships that NDErs are involved in can become deeper and 
more meaningful on several levels. Beth also discussed how intimacy 
and sexuality in a relationship may be affected by the NDE. She felt 
that intimacy has changed in her relationships, becoming more en
riched, saying: 

It all changes. There is a much greater gamut, from A to Z, once 
you've had the experience.... I functioned ... until I had my NDE [in 
my thirties] in a state of numbness, as far as emotion went, okay? 
Well, numbness is the bottom of the scale. You know, you go straight 
on up, and on the top is unconditional love. Well, I'm still human.  
Unconditional love is still a hard one, although that's what I'm hoping 
to achieve, but there's a whole big, long ladder now to climb-from 
numbness to unconditional love. Well, that goes with sexuality, too.  
It's not just one rigid area anymore. There's playfulness, right on up to 
spiritual love, and somewhere above or below, I don't even know 
anymore, because there is no above and below, there's just all 
around-but there's, you know ... just sexuality for the pure sake of 
two bodies merging, but there's also playtimes and there's also some 
real devoted spiritual aspects of sex, too.... [It's] incredibly more 
enriched, and okay to not be there at all.  

Somewhat conversely to Beth, Emily was not married at the time of 
her NDE, but has since been married. She explained the relationship 
she had with her significant other before her experience, and its 
breakup afterward: 

When I had my experience, I had been living with someone for two 
years and we had a sort of iffy relationship; we didn't know if we were 
going to get married or not, but after my experience, we absolutely 
could not relate to each other in any way, shape, or form. He was a 
very strong person, but he lacked that inner strength, that kindness. I 
became a totally different person, [more independent]. I did, I had a 
complete 360, because I had ... been divorced before, and I met [him, 
the person I had been living with when I had my experience] and he 
was real strong and independent, Type A, real similar to me; we could 
be two totally separate individuals. We were making lots of money
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and spending it just as fast. You know, lavish vacations, fun times, 
lots of drinking and partying, and all that stuff. After I had this 
experience, I became real introverted, real introspective, a complete 
360. Number one, that was a real detrimental thing to him. I mean, I 
was still fun, I could still do those things, but it didn't mean a whole 
lot to me. It wasn't fun anymore to go out and get totally drunk or do 
lots of drugs-I mean, we had lots of money so that's what we did-and 
all of a sudden, those things weren't important. So, I didn't fit into his 
lifestyle anymore, and I became inwardly much, much stronger.... I 
felt absolutely no guilt when I left, although it was very important for 
me to maintain a relationship with him on a friendly basis, and that 
was real hard for him when I left ... he didn't want me to leave at all, 
and I had to, because it just didn't make any sense... . his priorities 
were totally different than mine. I didn't care if I had a lot of money 
and I didn't want to go on those expensive vacations.... All of those 
things that I had done before, I became more anti-social, and I was 
like a real Miss Socialite before.  

Emily felt that she and her former partner were no longer compatible 
after her experience, finding that they were no longer interested in the 
same things. Emily also noted later that although her boyfriend did 
not necessarily want to end the relationship, he did have difficulty 
with it after she had had her NDE and was trying to cope with its 
impact: 

After my experience, I would have dreams about people-the whole 
psychic thing was a very, very strong part of me not understanding 
what was going on, and that was a big part too-that scared my 
boyfriend that I was living with at that time, that frightened him.  
Things like that happened all of the time, and that was very difficult.  
I mean, he was like, "I don't want to hear about it! If you dream about 
me, don't tell me anything!" and that was very difficult in our rela
tionship, because I didn't know why I was having all of these dreams. I 
didn't even relate it to having the experience, but then as I looked 
back and as I started to gather information, I realized it started right 
then, from that point forth.  

Emily mentioned that the period after her NDE was difficult at times 
for her, saying that she was just boggled and didn't know what was 
happening to her: "You really do think you are going crazy!" On top of 
all of the confusion and uncertainty she had in her own mind about 
what was happening, she also had to deal with the frustration of her 
boyfriend and her feeling that they no longer had similar interests.  
This then led to their breaking up.  

Emily is now happily married, and although she did meet her hus
band after her NDE, she tried to explain how this relationship with a 
significant other differs from those in her past:
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I feel like my significant other is the Light that I have inside of me. I 
feel like that is truly my significant other, but as far as my relation
ship with my husband.... I think for me right now, it's a need that I 
have someone to share my life with and he's real strong, he's one of 
the kindest people I've ever met in my life. Even though he doesn't 
agree with any of this, he doesn't even actually accept it, but he lets 
me be myself and he stays out of it.... He doesn't understand what I 
am doing, he doesn't understand how I feel, he's not supporting in any 
way, shape, or form, but he just lets me do what I want to do, and if 
that's important to me, then I can do it.... He's not the jealous, 
possessive type of person, just very strong in his own individual rights 
and I pretty much am too. I think that's the reason we were able to be 
together, and that's the only reason.... It was discussed in length 
before we actually got married that I could not change my spiritual 
beliefs although I know it's real important to me that he continue to 
believe the way he does. It was important that he not influence me in 
any way; he needed to be supportive-just let me do what I have to 
do.... [He just lets me be myself, in that respect], but on every other 
level in my life, he's the kindest person I've ever met.... Although 
you never know what's going to happen.... I know that spiritually, if 
nothing else, he will always be a part of my life, just because there's 
that emotional bond somehow, and it isn't sexual. My other relation
ships were highly physical relationships, and that was my bond. This 
is very different, not to say that it doesn't exist, but that is absolutely 
not the basis. That is unimportant, what happens to us physically.  
There is something else there, and that I don't really know how to 
describe.  

Interestingly, Emily mentioned feeling that her bond with the Light 
is her foremost relationship with a "significant other," illustrating the 
personal and enduring nature of the NDE on her life. Feelings like 
these could be difficult for some spouses to understand, but it does not 
appear to have been any problem in Emily's marriage. As for her 
discussion of her relationship with her husband, it is apparent that an 
agreement on an NDEr's personal attitudes, beliefs, or way of life is 
not absolutely necessary for a marriage to be successful. As Emily 
pointed out, even a lack of real support or understanding of what she 
does is not a problem. She finds that although her husband is not 
enthusiastically interested in her NDE and its meaning to her, their 
mutual ability to be nonpossessive, nondirective partners makes the 
marriage work. Their discussion of their independence and individu
ality before the marriage is also of significance. With open considera
tion and respect for one another, this marriage is seemingly what both 
partners need in their life together. It is also interesting to note that 
Emily now finds a physical, sexual bond is not the basis for the 
relationship, the way it was for her in the past. The physical aspect of
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the relationship is still there, but "unimportant" compared to the 
emotional bond that truly links her and her husband together.  

While some NDErs do find frustration and difficulty of varying 
degrees in their relationships with significant others after their experi
ences, other NDErs remain in their relationships, without much diffi
culty at all, or by working things out together.  

Mary felt that she really hasn't had any problems with her marriage; 
her husband has been very supportive, understanding, and accepting.  
He commented on their relationship since her experience, explaining 
that sometimes he felt that he needed to help her keep a perspective on 
what she was doing. Speaking of Mary, he said: 

I think there's been a big difference in her since her experience. I 
think she has a greater spiritual realization, a deeper one, and I 
sometimes think she takes everybody's problems on her own shoul
ders, and this gets to be a problem sometimes; she gets too involved 
and everything.  

In talking with Mary's husband, it was clear that he did not make 
this comment out of jealousy or resentment. Rather, he explained how 
Mary might become so involved with others, that it would start to 
cause inconvenience or problems for herself, and that sometimes she 
might not even realize it. He also spoke specifically about the relation
ship between them, saying: 

Between us, there's been a difference. We've grown a lot closer since 
this experience ... before she would have been there if you needed 
her, but after the experience, you didn't have to look around to see if 
she was there-she was there, and she's been a big help to me.... I 
won't say that it's been an interference in any way. We've worked 
together and, well, we always have, worked together to do things, and 
there's a little shifting back and forth of responsibilities, but if any
thing, it's brought us closer together.  

Mary's husband feels that she has been even more supportive of him 
since her NDE, and that any adjusting, in the way that they always 
have, has merely brought the two of them closer to one another. This is 
seemingly a very successful partnership, because of the mutual sup
port and understanding of Mary and her husband, both before and 
after her experience.  

John found that despite some minor adjusting, his marriage has also 
continued successfully. He explained that his change in character has
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at times been difficult for his wife, because it is so hard to understand 
what happened: 

She was right next to me, and I told her I loved her and I closed my 
eyes, and something happened, and I've been a completely different 
person ever since then.... She knows that I was gone - not out of the 
room, or out of my body-I mean gone to a place that she can't even 
imagine. She knows how much I changed ... and what happened? 
There is no logical explanation. I don't even know, "Where is there?" 

John also mentioned that it is somewhat difficult for his wife to 
accept his decision to change careers in the middle of his life, going 
from his successful role as a tenured professor, to a career in the 
ministry. He continued, pointing out that marriage itself is a relation
ship characterized by occasional struggle; there just may be different 
hardships after something like an NDE. John elaborated upon this: 

[My] marriage is good.... everything has worked out fine. I get along 
well with my wife, we're happily married. Like any marriage, there 
have been struggles. For example, I used to be very jealous, now I 
don't have any jealousy-well, significantly little jealousy. I used to be 
really controlling, now I'm less so. In those sorts of things, in a lot of 
respects, I'm a lot easier for her to live with; I'm more consid
erate.... Now, we have difficulties because I think we need to com
municate better, because I feel there is a barrier between us. Before, I 
never said stuff like that. When you become more sensitive to other 
people's needs, the problems don't necessarily go away, they may be 
magnified. [Has that sensitivity made it any harder for the two of you 
to get along at times?] No, it's made it easier, because I can be more 
empathetic.  

What John mentioned about the change in difficulties that a mar
riage may encounter is important to understand. Like Dorothy, he 
feels that the relationship merely has new issues for both partners to 
consider. John pointed out that even what might generally be consid
ered a positive change in character, such as a greater sensitivity to the 
needs of others, can bring about new difficulties that may or may not 
be any greater than before. While John does feel that overall the 
relationship has indeed improved, there are nevertheless still some 
matters that require resolution.  

Cathy also found that her experience has generally been a very 
positive influence on her marriage. She explained that her relation
ship with her husband has been strengthened by her NDE, through the
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impact it had on her and the way she views him. Elaborating on this, 
she said: 

[The relationship between us is different], very definitely. Before my 
experience, I was always feeling that he had to live up to my expecta
tions, in order for me to be happy in my marriage. I was carrying a big 
load, working, kids, and family-the whole thing and I wasn't getting 
any help from him, no emotional or physical input at all. So, I held an 
awful lot of resentment, and because of the resentment, I felt that I 
had to retaliate ... so there were ways that I could get back at him, so 
to speak. I wasn't very happy. Following the experience, however, I 
mean we're talking instantaneously-as soon as the experience hap
pened and was over with-I was totally a different person. I saw my 
husband through eyes of love. I saw him as the same person that I am 
at the core of my being, and the same way that every human being is 
at the core of their being as I experienced it, and with so much love, I 
just saw all of his character flaws disintegrate. They were there, the 
flaws were still there, but, it's as if they didn't have the same kind of 
meaning for me anymore. I let him be who he was, and embraced that.  
I got off of his back; I just didn't complain anymore and harp on him 
the way that I used to. I found that I was more relaxed, and I'd do little 
things for him and I found out that he started to return those things 
for me-in return, started doing little nice things for each other.  

The love and acceptance that Cathy felt during her experience appar
ently affected her strongly, leading her to relate to her husband quite 
differently. She applies the love that she was given in her experience to 
her relationship with her husband, by accepting him for who he is, no 
longer trying to change him with complaints about what she didn't like 
about him. She sees him with the same compassion that she was 
finally able to see herself with. Cathy mentioned that her husband 
finds her to be more understanding and easygoing, and he, in turn, is 
more appreciative. The kindness that she gives him is thus returned to 
her, enhancing the relationship for both of them. It is interesting, 
though, that their closer relationship does not necessarily mean that 
her husband accepts the experience itself. Cathy explained how he 
views the reason for her change: 

He's at the point now, where he's saying, "Well, I can say that some
thing probably happened to you-I don't know what happened to you
but it doesn't make any difference to me, what it is. It's meaningless to 
me. I have no interest in finding out what it was, but there's probably 
some kind of logical explanation for it-it's not this paranormal stuff." 
He notices that [I've changed], but he doesn't want to acknowledge [an 
NDE].
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In talking about the impact of the Light and its love on her relation
ships, Cathy said that she views everyone as part of the Light, and that 
is why she is able to "genuinely care about [everyone] at such a really 
deep level." The ensuing discussion around this matter illustrates the 
difficulty that this love may present, in both explanation and 
understanding: 

[So do you start to relate to everyone almost the same way?] Yeah, I 
do. [How is your husband different than other people then?] Well, I 
feel so special in knowing that he was the one that chose to be with 
me, to nurture me, to love me and provide a home, and to have 
children together. He could pull out any time he wants to, but he 
doesn't.... He's really a neat person; I can see him as a true friend.  
[So is he more special than other people because of the way he feels for 
you?] Oh sure, yeah-but no-not because of the way he feels for me, is 
he any more special than anybody else, because my love for him is 
unconditional. It doesn't matter. I think that's why I can love him as 
much as I do, even though he thinks I'm weird or crazy... . I don't 
take it to heart. Probably because in the greater plan of it all, some
how we were brought together, and we were meant to share this life 
together and we chose to commit ourselves to one another. I don't 
know, I guess I just see him as a wonderful being of Light, but is he 
more special than somebody else? I would like to say that I love 
everybody equally, the same, but that wouldn't be the truth, in one 
sense-in another sense it would be the truth....  

Needless to say, this love that Cathy describes might be quite diffi
cult for many to understand. An outside observer may find it hard to 
comprehend how this love for everyone is possible, thinking of love in 
the more familiar terms of a personal, subjective love. A spouse, on the 
other hand, might be more disturbed, feeling less important, jealous, or 
simply confused and alienated. Perhaps this unconditional love cannot 
be fully understood without experiencing it, as NDErs point out. Ei
ther way, it is a love that NDErs may apply to their interaction with 
others, regardless of who they are, feeling that they love everybody 
and truly mean it, as Cathy did; for it is this love that NDErs most 
often find an undeniable aspect of the NDE. While it may make 
communication and understanding difficult at times, it also has the 
potential to make a relationship closer and more meaningful, as it has 
for Cathy.  

Cathy explained that there has been one difficulty in her marriage, 
though, as a result of her NDE. Like Pat, Cathy's "problem" involves 
her decreased interest in money. She explained:
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Prior to my experience, I worked for 20 years as a cytologist.... I did 
research work and clinical work, and my husband was always very 
insistent that I work-a two income family. Following the experience, 
however, it became very, very increasingly important for me to stop 
working, and leave that time open for my "real" work, which was the 
work that the Light told me to do during my experience-basically it's 
to become a communicator, to share what I know - any form of commu
nication. So I thought, I know on one hand that I'm helping my fellow 
human beings; I'm helping to save lives by early diagnosis of cancer 
and things like that. At the same time I am contributing to the 
support of my family, those are very noteworthy reasons for working, 
but inside, I just couldn't do it anymore; I had to do my "real" work 
that I was told to do when I came back. So, I made a decision to quit 
work and this upset my husband very much, and he was very worried 
about how we were going to manage on one income, but I just had to 
do it. It took me maybe a couple of months for him to get adjusted, 
then after that, he said very, very little about it, and I just started 
[working with people, lecturing, giving workshops, etc.]. Then last 
year, I decided to go back to work again, for only one reason. The 
fellow who owns this lab was in danger of going under, because he had 
a two month backlog of cases ... consequently the doctors were pull
ing away.... so he was at the point where he had no other option than 
to send up an S.O.S. and [ask me to come back to work]. I didn't want 
to come back to work so he told me the situation and asked me when I 
could start and I said, "I'll be over in an hour!" I got him all caught up.  
I felt so wonderful for helping him. It had nothing to do with the 
salary I was earning, or anything like that; the whole staff would 
have been out of jobs, but I got them back. Oh, I can't tell you what a 
great, great feeling-but in [a few months] I am going to re
tire ... [and my husband] is already starting to say, "You know, 
you've got to find something else to do; you have to do something," and 
he's right. When you look at the figures, on paper, there's nothing for 
our retirement. I should be very concerned about it, but the truth is, if 
you want the truth, I'm not.  

It is interesting to note that Cathy acknowledges the value of her 
work as a cytologist-that it was helping others, including her own 
family-but still chose to do other work, which she felt was more 
important to her. She found it important to chose work that still allows 
her to help others, but in a more personal manner. It may be that 
talking with people is merely a better way for Cathy now to help 
others. Even if the NDEr comes to feel comfortable with what he or she 
does in life, a problem in a relationship may remain. A spouse may 
continue to have difficulty understanding or appreciating these sorts of 
changes, compared to what they might have been used to, and still 
believe is a "better" way. A discrepancy in values is something that a 
husband and wife have to work out. It may be quite difficult to come to
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terms on such an issue, but with compassion and understanding, many 
NDErs do resolve the differences that they have in their relationships 
with their primary partners.  

Relationships with Family Members 

The impact that an NDE has on an experiencer can ultimately affect 
the relationship with the whole family. The changes in an NDEr's 
character can alter how he or she relates to the family both in action 
and in attitude. Most of the subjects in this study found that their 
family relationships were improved in one way or another. As with 
relationships in marriages, though, problems do not simply disappear 
in family relations after an NDE. Some problems are lessened, but 
there may also be the formation of new difficulties as these relation
ships go through adjustment to the changes in the experiencer.  

Several of the NDErs in this study said that they felt their family 
relationships had been positively affected, to varying degrees. Mary 
always had a very close and caring family, but she agreed with her 
husband and daughter when they commented that they probably have 
all grown closer after Mary's NDE. She found her family to be quite 
supportive of her and her experience, accepting it, even if they didn't 
understand it at first. Furthermore, she made no attempt to pressure 
any of them into believing it, but through explaining and sharing the 
experience and the positive impact it had on Mary personally, the 
family feels it has drawn them all closer together.  

Beth also explained that her children have not had much difficulty 
with her after her NDE, despite her divorce from their father. In 
discussing the possibility of her children feeling that they were no 
longer receiving as much attention as before, now that she is more 
involved with helping others since her NDE, Beth said: 

I don't think my kids felt that way. If anything, I became more loving 
and much more appreciative of who they were; I could really see the 
beauty in them. Before, I think I was more distant; I wasn't meeting 
them on the emotional level that I am meeting them on now. When I 
moved [to where I am now], my two older kids had moved out already, 
and the 15 year old, his father took custody of him. Now, the two boys, 
[in their early 20's] live with me.... They like what they're feeling; 
they like my values. They've begun to express how screwed up their 
father's values are, and how they don't feel comfortable in his house.  
They can't communicate with him-the same complaints that I had,

167



JOURNAL OF NEAR-DEATH STUDIES

and they verbalized that themselves. [We can communicate better 
now, we're more open], and they like who I am now.  

Pat also mentioned a more understanding relationship with her 
children after her NDE. She talked about how before, she might have 
been more apt to judge or criticize things they did, especially things 
that she would have thought might have difficult consequences for 
them. She specifically discussed a hypothetical example of how she 
feels more accepting and understanding of people, such as her own 
children, while remaining just as concerned: 

[I relate to people differently now], when I see a person, I may look at 
that person, I'm speaking of children now, and you see a child that you 
have, and you know that child is doing something that can really be 
immoral, and it isn't just the fact that you think it may be immoral, 
but you think of the consequences that can happen. It isn't just 
because something's immoral, or it's against society, because there 
are different rules in different societies, but some things that people 
say are immoral cause physical consequences, and mental conse
quences for these people, that we see down the road could happen 
to them. Before I had this experience, I would probably look at 
that situation, and that would be all I would see. I might be upset at 
that person, I might try to change that person, I might try to coerce 
that child to behave in a way I thought was safer for [them]. Now, I 
look at that person, and I still have those feelings of fear for them, for 
what could happen to them, mentally and physically. I still have that 
fear, but I also know that usually they're looking for love.... They 
have to go through a learning experience.... and I'm more willing to 
let them learn at their own rate.... sometimes that hurts, and some
times they really get themselves into hot water, that they have years 
of consequence to have to pay for. I don't condemn them for it any
more. I feel sorry for them, and I love them, and I look upon them as 
somebody who just doesn't know.... I have more understanding of 
why they do what they do-a better understanding ... most anything 
that anybody does, no matter what emotion is behind it, they're 
looking for love and acceptance.  

This reveals how Pat looks at others, and specifically how she might 
even view her own children, in a different light than before. She now 
relates to others with more compassionate understanding and accep
tance. She believes that behind most people's actions is a desire for 
love, and that knowing this, she is no longer so critical or judgmental.  
Despite her own fears of the consequences they might suffer, she feels 
it is simply where those people are in their development, and that she 
should therefore let them learn on their own. In talking to Pat, it is
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clear that this hesitancy to interfere is not an indifference to others, or 
lack of concern. Rather, it is a greater acceptance of them.  

This acceptance and understanding of others also led Pat to under
stand the family that she grew up with better, especially her mother.  
Pat explained that even though she doesn't feel she can share her 
experience with her relatives because "there would be no way they 
could [accept it]," she now realizes that they just have a "limited view." 
She explained: 

I don't see those limits, but I understand that they have to do that to 
be safe. I just think, boy, when they do leave this body, and they 
progress on with their life, that they're going to have a wonderful 
surprise.... I just wish they could know it now ... [but] it will be 
there.  

She does not want to change them, but rather, anticipates their own 
happiness over what she feels they will eventually learn on their own.  
Pat also discussed her relationship with her mother, whom she at one 
time had resentment for, but now loves. Pat explained that her mother 
had left her to be raised by Pat's grandmother, and that she was at 
times fairly cruel to Pat. Her mother would see her only during visits, 
once or twice a year. Pat wanted very much to live with her mother 
while growing up, and tried living with her twice, but had to move 
back with her grandmother both times because of the "mental abuse." 
Pat said: 

I suppose of anybody that I would have the strongest negative feelings 
toward, it would have been this woman. I don't think there is anybody 
else that I could have felt as badly toward as I did her. I just [came] to 
hate her, and now, I feel so very sorry for her. I don't feel any hatred, I 
love her, I really do love her.... It's an understanding, it doesn't just 
come with feelings being changed automatically, but an understand
ing, and when you understand something totally, then the feelings 
come after that.... The part of her that does the lashing out-of 
course, she's just looking for love, and she doesn't recognize love no 
matter how much you give her-she doesn't recognize it anyway, and 
that's a terrible thing to go through.... I know that once she sheds 
this, there will be nothing left there but love, but for me it is there 
already because of what I know.  

Pat now looks at her mother with compassion, not concentrating on 
the side that was so cruel to her as a child. Rather, she is able to see 
inside her mother, "the pure energy love of God, which has nothing to 
do with this physical thing," the person who was mean to Pat for many
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years. She believes the behavior is not the inner essence of her mother, 
being understanding enough to even feel sorry for her mother, despite 
years of disliking her while growing up. While the relationship is not 
necessarily better outwardly, for Pat mentioned that her mother still is 
not very warm or receptive, there is a love and concern Pat has that 
has drastically changed how she relates to her mother. In her eyes the 
relationship has been transformed.  

Jenny also explained changed feelings toward her family and, to an 
extent, changes in the relationships overall. Not only does she "take 
things more in stride than [she] used to," she has had a positive impact 
on their communication with each other as well. She discussed how her 
experience influenced her relationship with her family, and how that 
also changed some of the ways they do things: 

Our family is just not terribly communicative, and we're a little more 
open than we used to be, I think mainly because I pressed people to 
talk about things, instead of just being quiet.... Before, I would sit 
back and just say, "This family is really dysfunctional and I'm just 
going to ignore it because it's never going to come around...." Before, 
we didn't talk about things like.... my younger brother [who is] an 
alcoholic.... It was like, kind of under the table, and we knew there 
is a drinking problem.... I think I'm more aware of what their feel
ings are, and I accept that ... and that's different than it used to be, 
because, like with my mother, we didn't talk at all, because it was just 
painful. I mean, we miscommunicated, and we'd argue and I thought 
she was prying, and she thought I didn't share anything, so we just 
ended up not talking at all. I think, since then I've-since the experi
ence, there's been more openness-mainly I think, because I take a 
step back, and I see her differently than I did before.  

Jenny's experience led her to be more accepting of her family being 
the way they are. She does not attempt to change them, but her own 
openness has resulted in the whole family being more open. She men
tions now understanding their feelings better, and specifically being 
able to relate to her mother better. In this case, it is not so much that 
her mother may or may not have changed, but rather that Jenny's 
view of her has changed.  

Showing a similar understanding, Sue also remarked that she was 
able to look at her parents differently than before her experience, 
saying: 

I respect them from where they're coming from, and where [they are] 
right now. Dad has a lot of serious problems, and he's not willing to 
admit to any of those, but I respect him for where he's at because I
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know I've had to work through quite a bit myself, but until [someone] 
wants to change, there's nothing you can do-and Dad's not willing to 
change. What I've basically done, is been able to talk to him and say 
things I need to say to him that are helpful, you know, try to be 
supportive, whatever, but I don't expect him to change.... I don't 
argue with him anymore, I just let him be himself as much as I can.  
I'm not going to sit here and say it's been perfect or anything, because 
I still get very angry with him. I get upset; I get upset with my mom, 
too. I get upset with everyone -it doesn't change everything to make it 
peachy-keen-but it's less often, and not to the degree and fre
quency.... I can just basically let him go off and do what he needs to 
do, and with my mom, [see] where she's coming from, too.  

The acceptance that Sue was so impressed with in her NDE has led to 
her look at others with acceptance also. She explained that she is not 
trying to change her parents, but accepts for who they are, as she felt 
total acceptance in her experience. Her parents have not necessarily 
changed, but the relationship has, at least for Sue, through her greater 
understanding of them. It is important to note that she does not feel 
that the relationship never has any difficulties. She admits there are 
times when she does indeed get angry. NDErs do not become people 
who are beyond feelings of disappointment or irritation. They may find 
that they are more understanding-as Sue says, she doesn't get angry 
as often, or to the same degree-but NDErs are still the same people as 
before their NDEs in many ways. Relationships may also remain the 
same, but with greater understanding, they can also at times be more 
easygoing.  

Sue also said that she has found that her contact with her family has 
decreased. She attributed it to a loss of common interests, saying: 

It seems like-and I don't mean to say this in a downgrading way-I've 
grown. I've grown beyond where they're at. They still sit at 
home.... They [always] worked, came home, and stayed in the house.  
They didn't go out or associate with people, and I've grown. I feel 
beyond that. That's no more where I want to be, and when Mom calls 
and tells me all the latest gossip in town, I couldn't really care 
less....  

Sue made it clear that she did not mean this in a judgmental way, 
but that she is simply no longer interested in the same lifestyle that 
she had before. She is able to understand that that is the way her 
parents still are, and that is alright; it just is not what she wants for 
herself.
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While NDErs often feel that their experiences have a positive impact 
on their relationships with their family, there may be instances where 
the NDE can cause some problems as well. Difficulties may arise from 
the initial reaction to the occurrence of an NDE in the life of a family 
member, and/or the ensuing aftereffects that may alter an experi
encer's relationships with family members.  

Ann recalled how her mother reacted to her talking about her NDE 
as a teenager, and explained that that reaction did affect their rela
tionship to a degree. She said that she had told her mother about her 
experience right after it happened, and that her mother didn't say 
anything. After that, Ann decided to not discuss it anymore, but did 
come to feel that it had an impact on their relationship. She explained: 

One of the things [my mother's reaction] did raise for me was, "Have I 
hit something? Have I hit upon something that I won't be able to talk 
about with her?" We had been able to talk about so many things. She 
had a very difficult life, and she had been able to talk about that with 
me. She had done a lot of very candid preparation for me, of facing 
adulthood, [talking] ... and [she was] very open-I could ask her 
anything-and with that reaction, with her reaction to that experi
ence, I wondered if there might be things that we would not be able to 
talk about.... There was always a question.... I think there was 
always a closed door, somewhere in our relationship after that....  
While other things were good about our relationship, there was al
ways this little sort of, I don't know how to say it, "dark" spot, for lack 
of a better word. That somehow, there was something we still had not 
been open about with each other. [Do you think that was ever a 
problem for either of you?] I'm not sure if it was a problem with her. I 
do think it became a problem with me because, again, I would often-I 
had wondered at the beginning-"If this is something that I can't talk 
about with her, will there be other things?" So there was a sense of 
testing ... later in my life, as I would raise issues with her.  

This lack of receptivity on her mother's part led Ann to question the 
limits of their openness, which may have been uncomfortable at times.  
Ann went on to mention that she later learned, after her mother's 
death, that her mother had a concern about insanity in their family, so 
this concern may have then been the reason she did not want to talk 
about Ann's NDE. Ann did not feel that her experience had any severe 
impact on her relationship with her mother, but she did mention that 
in addition to her having a greater appreciation of her mother, there 
was one other way in which she thinks the experience might have 
changed their relationship. Ann explained that after her experience, 
she lost interest in certain activities, because she simply didn't find
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them very satisfying, and her mother thought this was a bit strange.  
Ann commented: 

I think what happened was she saw me as being very serious, almost 
too much so. "Old-fashioned" was the way that she described it. She 
thought that I seemed to exhibit a lot of old-fashioned ideas, in terms 
of the direction that I took in my life, things that I would agree to or 
not agree to do with friends. That kind of thing. Things I think that 
she thought were not typical of being a teenager, and so she would say 
sometimes, "You're so old-fashioned. I don't understand how you got to 
be so old-fashioned." 

Ann mentioned that she and her mother did have the "typical clashes 
that teenagers-adolescents-have with their parents," but that her 
"old-fashionedness" still led her mother to think that Ann "was behav
ing too old, too sedate for her age." She explained: 

I assured her that I enjoyed dating, and that was fine, but I didn't see 
the need to party excessively with my friends, [or go] on school trips 
with the exception of the ones that were educational, and she became 
concerned that I was missing out....  

Ann expressed a decreased interest in certain social activities that 
did not encourage deeper, more meaningful interaction with others 
after her NDE. She did not express being directly aware of her NDE 
transforming her personality as a teenager, but did say that she felt 
she "became more serious about things that [she] was doing in life." 
This orientation led Ann to have strong ideals about what she felt was 
important, including people-getting to know and help them. She com
mented that this was probably a result of her experience. These charac
teristics in turn were perceived by her mother as being eccentric; in 
her eyes Ann "was behaving too old." 

Some NDErs participating in this study also described some changes 
in their family relationships after their experience that were 
more directly perceived by their families as difficulties and problems 
due to the impact that the NDE had on the experiencer. Jane 
commented: 

The main thing that's happened [as far as a problem] is I'm too 
involved with other people-too busy with church, and volunteer 
work, doing this and doing that, and sometimes [my family] gets kind 
of angry about that-"Hey Mom, don't forget about us!" that kind of 
thing-but it's really not a serious problem.
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Jane explained that this has not created any great difficulties, say
ing that, in fact, her family finds she is generally more easy going, and 
that "if [her relationship with her children and husband] has changed 
at all, it is just deeper, better-because of sharing [her experience] with 
them." She mentioned that one of her children is writing a paper on the 
NDE, and that talking about it has brought them all closer, helping 
them to understand her better. Further commenting on her relation
ship with her family, she said: 

As far as with my family, I still lose my temper and yell: I'm trying to 
raise two teenaged girls, but there is still a difference. I'm definitely 
more understanding.... [and] relaxed, not as uptight. I'm a perfec
tionist, and always have been, and it's really hard to not expect a lot. I 
still expect a lot-I do from myself and I do from those around me. The 
difference is that when you don't live up to my expectations, or my 
standards, it's okay.... Oh, there are times, you get behind in your 
work, you get kind of anxious, but as far as everyday living, I'm much 
more, just overall, easier going.  

Jane feels that her relationships are closer after her NDE, but she 
also pointed out that she is not a completely different person. She still 
has some of the same character that she had before her experience; she 
may still get angry, or have concerns over her work: life did not 
suddenly become perfect. Overall, though, Jane commented that she 
feels she relates to others with greater understanding.  

Dorothy also said that she is able to understand and accept her 
family better, but added that it can still be difficult for them to under
stand her. There are times when her husband and children do not 
understand her going so far out of her way to help others, giving others 
so much concern and attention. She discussed how she tries to handle 
this: 

I've told my husband and told my family, "I have to do this, and you 
have the choice: you can either love me in spite of whatever you think 
that I'm either right or wrong with, and if you think I'm heavily 
wrong, pray for me. Right or wrong, I have to do it.".... It's not easy 
to explain ... you have to hope that with time they will understand 
better... . I don't know what to do with a person who doesn't really 
understand it.... One [of my children] told me that if I have anything 
more to do with AIDS patients ... I'll never be around my [grand
children] again. That's tough, but I still deal with AIDS patients.  
What do I give up and what do I keep? 

It can certainly be frustrating for an NDEr to deal with family 
members who are not able to understand or accept what he or she does.
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As Dorothy pointed out, her family has difficulty with her actively 
helping others. However, she feels strongly enough about what she 
does that she simply tries to explain and hopes they eventually under
stand that this is of great importance to her. Again, she stressed the 
importance of being very understanding, and not critical, of their 
views, but admitted she is still compelled to do what she feels she has 
to do.  

John has also found that his family sometimes has difficulty with his 
helping others through his volunteer work: 

Yeah, they get jealous sometimes. I try to explain that it in no way 
means that my love or concern for them has diminished, just because 
I'm never home or never see them. That sounds a little hypocritical. I 
think it is particularly hard on my son, who is the youngest member of 
the family, because, "Here you are, going around loving the world, but 
what about me?" 

Like Dorothy, John found that his family occasionally finds it troub
ling that he spends so much of his time working with others. It is often 
frustrating for NDErs who feel a greater love for everyone, including 
family, to find that their family may interpret their concern for others 
as a lack of love for those at home. Difficulties can also arise when the 
NDErs' role in the family system changes, as they devote more time to 
other matters and interests. John, for example, spends many hours 
each week volunteering, and is going to be leaving his present position, 
teaching at a university, to go into the ministry. These sorts of changes 
may disrupt the familiar operation of the family unit. Furthermore, 
the kind of love that the family may expect is often the more personal 
love, whereas NDErs may have unconditional concern for everyone, so 
they are not only genuinely concerned about those close to them, but 
others as well. This is difficult to explain to one's family, as is the very 
concept of unconditional love. As John commented, "NDErs make 
statements which are baffling and threatening to non-experiencers, 
such as 'I don't care about my own life, all I want to do is help other 
people!' To a family, this is scary." 

Cathy found that her husband and children have not had much 
difficulty after her experience, although she commented that their 
thinking that it is all "a bit too weird" may sometimes affect how they 
relate to each other. She explained: 

They probably think that I'm hesitant to open up and invite them into 
my world, of my experience, and who I've become. [But do you think 
that they necessarily want you to talk about it more?] No, [laughs],
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that is the kind of see-saw we have to play with each other it appears.  
They're willing at times to go a little bit into my world, and I have to 
be able to read them enough to know how far to let them in without 
totally alienating them, so that they won't ever want to come any 
closer. It seems that the eleven year process has been one of allowing 
them in when they want to come - making myself available and shar
ing and talking with how much they're able to take in. I don't want to 
force anything on them.... This whole thing sounds too weird, too far 
out [to them].... I think there's still some resistance too; they want to 
be comfortable with the person they grew up with. I don't know that 
they have difficulty with the way that I am now, no, I wouldn't say 
that, because it has been a lot easier for them after the change. Before 
my experience, I was pretty judgmental, critical-wanted things my 
way. I was very perfectionistic, and so it was not easy living with 
somebody like that, but after the experience, I kind of relaxed a great 
deal.  

Cathy pointed out that this has not really caused any major problems 
for anyone; she has simply had to become used to how she shares 
aspects of her experience with her family. The NDE is of great impor
tance to her and her life, so it has taken time to learn how to handle all 
of the instances that could be difficult for her family, because they are 
not quite comfortable with such a change. She would like them to know 
more about it and to accept it but has no desire to force them, accepting 
that they are just not completely at ease with it all, and prefer to have 
the "familiar" family, as before the NDE. Cathy mentioned one inci
dent that illustrated how her family's relationships may have been 
influenced by her NDE. She discussed how her NDE has affected her in 
a way that she feels helped her and her family, when their home 
burned down a few years ago and they lost everything. Cathy felt that 
before her NDE she would have been quite upset about the loss, but 
that, "as it is, the family got out alive ... and that was the most 
important thing." She explained the perspective that she kept on 
things, and how that affected her role in the family during a time of 
crisis: 

I've found that one of the greatest things to happen is the inner peace I 
have, following the experience, and that peace helps me to deal with 
my outer world in a wonderful, beautiful way. Most people would have 
felt as if they were drowning in a sea of turbulent waters [if their 
house had burned down, but] I feel as though I've simply jumped into a 
stream and I'm floating ... and don't know where I'm going. My 
husband took it very hard, and I was peaceful, [which was very helpful 
to the family]. Some people have said that I exuded a lot of strength, if 
you will. I don't know if it was strength, as it was this tremendous 
peace in knowing that absolutely everything was going to work out.
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My children and my husband saw that they didn't have to worry about 
me ... the roles were reversed in that case. I was the one who was 
directing and overseeing a lot of the things, with the insurance com
pany, and normally those are things that I would not do. I can't handle 
things like that normally, but in that instance, I did.... I was reas
suring to my husband-very comforting to [my family, by emphasizing 
the positive]. I won't be so arrogant to say that I totally made them 
feel 100% "Oh, it's okay!" but I know that I made a big impact on 
them, in pointing out a lot of things, and they agreed that the only 
thing important was that we got out alive, and that we're all safe and 
everything. I was able to take care of my husband ... and it felt good 
for me to be able to be in that position, because usually it's the other 
way around.... I would have been bananas before, if it had happened 
before the experience-they would have been the care-givers. [Was it 
ever difficult for your family, being that you were not as concerned 
about the losses?] No, surprisingly no, because I think what I did was I 
validated their feelings about their loss. I let them know that it was 
okay for them to grieve over what they had lost, rather than trying to 
say, "Oh well, that doesn't matter." If it did matter to them .. . it 
would have been inappropriate for me to gloss that over and say, 
"Well, forget it. .. ." I validated how [they] felt about that, and I let 
[them] know that I cared genuinely about [their] feelings.  

The inner peace that Cathy's NDE gave her has thereby influenced 
how she functions as a member of her family. In this instance, she 
described taking on a new role to help the family cope with a crisis 
situation. While this does not appear to have been a problem for Cathy 
and her family, it is possible that this sort of change in responsibilities 
could be difficult for some families to adjust to. For some, the comforta
bly familiar dynamics of family relationships may be upset by such a 
change in roles, causing even further upheaval and distress.  

Most of the NDErs in this study felt that their family relationships 
were in one way or another improved by the impact of their experience.  
They reported finding themselves to be more caring, understanding, 
and able in their dealing with their families. Others expressed a belief 
that their family relationships had been deepened through the mutual 
sharing and understanding that came with the adjustment to the 
impact of the NDE on the experiencer. However, changes in the NDEr 
could have not only positive but also negative implications for family 
relationships; the family may have difficulty accepting and/or under
standing the experience itself, as well as the ensuing aftereffects. A 
family could conceivably feel very uncomfortable when the accepted 
mechanics of interaction are altered, giving way to redefined and 
unfamiliar roles. Several experiencers commented that their families 
were at times troubled with their new concern for so many other
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people. Others found that their spouses could not cope with the NDEr's 
transformation. In any case, all of the NDErs interviewed commented 
that they truly felt that they were more understanding and caring of 
their family members, even in situations where the relationships en
countered difficulties.  

Discussion 

It is apparent that the NDE has a profound influence on the lives of 
those who experience them. Those NDErs who were interviewed for 
this study all commented on the transformative effects that their 
experiences have had on them, thereby influencing their subsequent 
relationships. These NDErs also pointed out, though, that while they 
feel the experience has been a positive influence on their characters, 
they are in many ways still the same persons they were prior to 
their experiences. Their lives have not become trouble-free, despite 
their new attitudes and interests. However, they were unanimous 
in their feelings that their lives are now deeper and more satisfying.  

They now tend to believe that they are not only more loving, but also 
more accepting of others, and that they now place greater emphasis on 
their relations with others. While NDErs often feel that the impact of 
their NDEs has an enriching effect on their relationships, they do find 
that some of their relationships encounter difficulties as well. The mean
ing of an NDE can indeed be so strong that it becomes a significant aspect 
of who an experiencer comes to feel he or she is; but at the same time, it is 
often incomprehensible to others. Thus, other people may occasionally be 
frustrated in their relationships with an NDEr, unable to understand or 
accept the meaning that the experience has for the NDEr.  

William James (1929) wrote that mystical states are absolutely au
thoritative for those who have them, not authoritative for those who do 
not have them, and challenge the authoritativeness of ordinary con
sciousness. These considerations may certainly be a fair assessment of 
the situation that NDErs at times find themselves in.  

After an NDE, relationships within a family may inevitably change, 
through the reactions and adjustments of others to the NDE and its 
impact on the experiencer. Some found that their families were quite 
accepting and supportive of their NDEs. A few of the experiencers 
explained that their families needed to go through some initial adjust
ment to understand the NDE and its implications, but that they were 
able to share the experience openly relatively easily. In these in
stances, there did not appear to be any obvious reasons why the
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adjustment was simpler than in other families, other than the patient 
concern and acceptance from family members. These families acknowl
edged or even embraced the meaning that the NDE had for the experi
encer, thereby deepening the relationship for everyone involved.  

For other experiencers, the integration of their NDEs into their 
family lives was not always so easy. Several found that while their 
families were accepting of their changes in character, they were still 
frustrated with various aspects of the experiencers' behavior. Some 
families were disturbed simply by discussion of the experience or 
related matters. Other families were critical of the new concerns that 
the NDEr had for so many other people or interests.  

It is understandable that a social system such as a family might 
undergo difficult adjustments as the previous norms of behavior and 
roles are changed. The most difficult adjustments were in those rela
tionships where the family of the NDEr could not accept the transfor
mation that had taken place in the experiencer's personality.  

A few NDErs remarked that their spouses could not cope with their 
radical changes, or that they and their spouses came to have such 
dissimilar values and interests that the relationship no longer had 
mutual bases for continuation. In these instances the relationships 
were eventually terminated. The very possibility of a strong negative 
reaction specifically led some NDErs in this study to avoid discussing 
their experience with others at all. Even in these cases, though, these 
NDErs remarked that the relationships had been affected by their 
experiences. They pointed out that they now viewed their families 
differently, and were more understanding and accepting of them, even 
though they might wish they could have shared their NDEs.  

Despite any of the problems that these NDErs encountered in their 
family relationships, they all expressed a compassionate understand
ing of the other members of their families. They did not look down 
upon them in critical judgment; rather, they showed a sense of accep
tance for those persons and the changes that their relationships with 
one another might have to undergo. NDErs tended to feel better about 
their family relationships, commenting that the difficulties they en
countered were often ordinary family dynamics.  

Conclusion 

This study is a rich source of qualitative data on the impact of an 
NDE on family relationships, but one should be cautious in gener
alizing due to the small and nonrepresentative sample. Further re-
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search into the impact of an NDE on the experiencer and his or her 
social interactions is needed, for it is a highly complex matter. More
over, this is of importance because of the implications it can have for 
all of the NDErs' social ties.  

When people are dramatically transformed by an experience such as 
an NDE, all of the social systems they are a part of can be affected. Not 
only are their relationships with family and friends influenced, but 
also those with people they interact with on a more casual level. The 
experience may have an impact on relationships with colleagues, 
neighbors, or even strangers. Therefore, further in-depth exploration 
of these matters is indicated, especially considering the fact that this 
field of study is still in its formative stages.  

Future research could start with more intense study of NDErs who 
have already participated in past studies. This would certainly yield 
fruitful data and be an easily obtained sample. In-depth interviewing 
might also be supplemented with longitudinal studies to monitor the 
evolution of an NDE's impact on social relationships. The inclusion of 
NDErs who have not had much contact with previous research is 
admittedly not as simple to arrange, but is worthwhile, not only for the 
expansion of the sample, but also for the lack of familiarity that these 
informants would have with the body of already amassed research, 
which can create expectations and bias. The inclusion of more "non
traditional" samples might also shed more light on the nature of social 
interaction after an NDE, such as Flynn's case study of "A Former 
Gangster's Transformation" (Flynn, 1986, pp. 41-44).  

The collection of data from those who interact with NDErs would 
also be beneficial. While one interview in this study did have members 
of the experiencer's family present, this avenue of data collection was 
beyond the scope of this study. Ring (1984), however, attempted to 
explore this source of data by asking some of his subjects to distribute a 
written "Behavior Rating Inventory" to persons who knew them well.  
Although the sample size of returned questionnaires was admittedly 
small, Ring found that those data indicated ". .. that overall, the 
changes that the NDErs attribute to themselves are also perceived and 
corroborated by individuals who knew them well (and, presumably, 
usually best) both before and after their experience" (Ring, 1984, pp.  
140-141). Attempts such as these to obtain more information from 
those in contact with NDErs, could provide great insight into not only 
changes in personality, but also relationships.  

Future research might also consider the mutual benefits of consider
ing a comparison of the impact of an NDE on interpersonal relation
ships with other social behavior. Research into other sociological and/
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or social psychological topics, such as family relationships, divorce, 
friendship, helping behavior, and social deviance, might be of worth
while comparison for understanding more about an NDEr's social 
interaction. Conversely, research into the impact of an NDE on an 
experiencer can certainly be of use to those studies. Learning more 
about how experiencers' relationships change as they cope and adjust 
can assist and expand upon research into the systems of families and 
friendships. Perhaps understanding NDErs, who may feel so positively 
about something and yet not feel able to share it with those closest to 
them, might also broaden conceptions of social deviance. The wide
spread applicability of any increased understanding of social interac
tions merits further research into these matters of the near-death 
experience.  
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ABSTRACT: Near-death experiences (NDEs), transcendental or mystical 
events experienced on the threshold of death, have been speculated to arise 
from psychopathology or from pre-existing expectations of the dying process, 
although such speculations have never been tested. Sixty-one consecutive 
suicide attempters were interviewed in this empirical study of persons who 
would be expected to have a high rate of both psychopathology and coming 
close to death; 16 (26%) reported near-death experiences (NDEs) as a result of 
the attempt. The group reporting NDEs and the group not reporting NDEs did 
not differ from each other in any parameters measuring psychopathology, 
religious background, or expectations of death and dying.  

Reports of near-death experiences (NDEs), subjective events with 
transcendental or mystical elements that some persons experience 
when close to death, suggest that study of these phenomena may yield 
insights into the psychodynamics of our concepts of death and dying 
(Greyson, 1983). NDEs appear to induce substantial personality trans
formations (Noyes, 1980; Ring, 1984) and a significant reduction in 
suicidal ideation (Greyson, 1981). Despite the potential importance of 
near-death research for personality theory and suicide prevention, 
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however, few empirical studies of NDEs among suicide attempters 
have been conducted.  

It has been speculated that NDEs arise as a manifestation of psycho
pathology (Greyson and Harris, 1987) or fulfillment of prior expecta
tions of the dying process (Greyson, 1983). Although these hypotheses 
are contradicted by anecdotal data (Sabom, 1982), they have yet to be 
tested systematically. An analysis of the psychological meaning and 
value of the NDE must take into account the role of psychopathology 
and expectancy in these experiences.  

I previously reported the incidence of NDEs among an unselected 
sample of consecutive suicide attempters to be 26%, and the finding 
that NDEs among that sample were not related to age, gender, or race 
(Greyson, 1986). In the present paper, I describe these patients' prior 
evidence of psychopathology, religious background, and expectations 
of death and dying. I then describe the relation of those factors to the 
occurrence of NDEs following the suicide attempt, and discuss the 
implications of these data for hypotheses about the NDE.  

Method 

Sixty-one consecutive suicide attempters admitted to the University 
of Michigan Hospital were given a structured interview exploring 
demographic and historical data, including prior psychiatric treatment 
and suicidal behavior; family history of suicidal behavior; religious 
background; expectations of death and dying prior to the attempt; and 
features characteristic of NDEs occurring during the course of the 
suicide attempt or immediately thereafter. Details of patient selection 
are described elsewhere (Greyson, 1986). The Weighted Core Experi
ence Index (WCEI), a graded unitary classification of NDE presence 
and "depth" (Ring, 1980), was imbedded within the interview.  

The chi-squared statistic was used to test the hypotheses that NDEs 
would be associated with prior psychiatric treatment; with prior suicid
al ideation or attempts; with family history of suicidal threats or 
attempts; with religion during childhood and at the time of the at
tempt; with prior close brushes with death; with prior knowledge of 
NDEs; with prior expectation that dying would be pleasant; and with 
prior expectation of continued existence after death. Two-tailed t tests 
were used to test the hypotheses that NDEs would be associated with 
religiosity during childhood or at the time of the attempt. A p value < 
0.05 was considered statistically significant.
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Results 

As reported previously (Greyson, 1986), 16 of the 61 suicide attempt
ers interviewed (26%) reported experiences that scored 6 or higher on 
the WCEI, indicating the presence of an NDE.  

Of the 61 attempters interviewed, 51 (84%) reported prior treatment 
for a psychiatric or substance abuse problem. As shown in Table 1, 
prior psychiatric treatment did not differentiate those attempters who 
reported NDEs from those who did not.  

Forty-three patients (71%) reported prior suicide attempts; an addi
tional 6 patients (10%) reported prior suicidal ideation; and 12 patients 
(20%) denied prior suicidal ideation. As shown in Table 1, prior suicidal 
ideation or behavior did not differentiate those attempters who re
ported NDEs from those who did not.  

Twenty patients (33%) reported a history of suicide attempts by 
another family member; an additional 3 patients (5%) reported suicidal 
threats by another family member; and 38 patients (62%) reported no 
suicidal threats or behavior among family members. As shown in 
Table 1, family history of suicide attempts or threats did not differenti
ate attempters who reported NDEs from those who did not.  

Fifty-seven patients (93%) described their family's religion during 
their childhood as Christian; 41 patients (67%) described themselves as 
Christian at the time of the attempt. As shown in Table 1, neither 
childhood religion nor religion at the time of the attempt differentiated 
those attempters who reported NDEs from those who did not.  

On a scale of "very religious" ( = 1), "moderately religious" ( = 2), and 
"not at all religious" ( = 3), the mean of the sample was 1.95 (S.D. = 
0.78) for childhood religiosity and 2.31 (S.D. = 0.74) for religiosity at 
time of the attempt. As shown in Table 1, neither religiosity during 
childhood nor religiosity at the time of the attempt differentiated 
attempters who reported NDEs from those who did not.  

Thirty patients (49%) reported having been previously near death, 
and 53 patients (87%) reported some familiarity with the phenomenol
ogy of NDEs. As shown in Table 1, neither prior close brushes with 
death nor prior knowledge of NDEs differentiated attempters who 
reported NDEs from those who did not.  

Twenty-three patients (38%) reported that prior to the suicide at
tempt they had expected dying to be a predominantly pleasant experi
ence; 7 patients (12%) had expected it to be unpleasant; and 31 patients 
(51%) had expected dying to be affectively neutral or had no expecta
tion. As shown in Table 1, expectations of a pleasant or unpleasant
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dying process did not differentiate attempters who reported NDEs 
from those who did not.  

Twenty-three patients (38%) reported that prior to the suicide at
tempt they had expected some sort of continued existence after bodily 
death; 22 patients (36%) had expected total annihilation; and 16 pa
tients (26%) had no definite expectation. As shown in Table 1, expecta
tions of postmortem continuation or annihilation did not differentiate 
attempters who reported NDEs from those who did not.  

Discussion 

The absence of any association in this study between NDEs and prior 
psychiatric treatment, prior suicidal behavior, or family history of 
suicidal behavior contradicts the hypothesis that NDEs reflect psycho
pathology. While that notion has been common among clinicians 
(Greyson and Harris, 1987), it has never before been tested.  

The absence of any association between NDEs and religion or reli
giosity replicates the findings of other researchers (Ring, (1980; 
Sabom, 1982), contradicting the hypothesis that NDEs represent fanta
sies based on religious teachings.  

The absence of any association between NDEs and prior close 
brushes with death or prior knowledge of NDEs contradicts the hy
pothesis that expectations are instrumental in eliciting an NDE. Bruce 
Greyson and Ian Stevenson (1980) had reported previously that no 
single feature of the NDE was associated with prior knowledge of 
NDEs. 'Likewise, the lack of association between NDEs and prior 
expectations of a pleasant dying process or of continued postmortem 
existence argues against a significant role for expectancy in the occur
rence of NDEs.  

These data suggest that the occurrence of NDEs is not influenced by 
psychopathology, by religious denomination or religiosity, or by expe
riencers' prior expectations of what death or dying might be like.  
While these findings do not lend positive support for any theory about 
the etiology of the NDE, they do cast some doubt on the hypothesis that 
NDEs arise primarily as a psychological defense.  
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ABSTRACT: We analyze three near-death experiences involving a unique 
type of prophetic vision that has not previously been reported in the literature.  
These visions involve a brief glimpse of what circumstances would have been 
like for the near-death experiencers' family in the aftermath of the experi
encers' deaths, had they actually died.  

Prophecy has long been a popular theme related to death and dying.  
During the past decade Kenneth Ring and others have reported on a 
small number of anecdotal cases dealing with two relatively uncom
mon aspects of the near-death experience: the personal flashforward 
and the prophetic vision (Audette, 1981; Ring, 1982, 1984, 1988; Grey, 
1985).  
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In reports of the personal flashforward, experiencers typically de
scribe an image or vision of their lives in their near future. Memory of 
the personal flashforward is generally recalled in the form of ddja vu at 
the time the event actually occurs. In reports of the prophetic vision, 
experiencers claim to be given a glimpse of future global events, such 
as major earthquakes, nuclear explosions, and famine, rather than 
personal events. These global prophetic visions are often revealed 
through an association with a spiritual guide or a being of light (Ring, 
1984).  

During the past year, three near-death experiences (NDEs) have 
come to our attention that include an additional type of prophecy not 
reported in the literature to date. This type of prophecy involves being 
given a brief glimpse of what it would have been like for the experi
encers' family, had the experiencers actually died. One of us (B.A.W.) 
received the first of these cases by written correspondence, and the 
second through a telephone interview; another of us (W.J.S.) collected 
the third case through written correspondence. We present below a 
brief description of each account, using pseudonyms for the experi
encers to facilitate discussion of each case.  

Case 1: Lisa 

At the present time Lisa is 35 years old, and at the time of her 
written correspondence she was 34. Lisa reported having undergone at 
the age of 4 a near-death experience that reached Ring's stage 2 (Ring, 
1980). At that time Lisa had been extremely ill with influenza and 
bronchitis.  

On the day of the near-death event, Lisa's mother was very busy 
trying to fulfill needed household chores while simultaneously quite 
concerned about her daughter's welfare. In order to keep a closer eye 
on Lisa while attending to her housework, her mother asked Lisa to lie 
down on a mattress she had placed on the kitchen floor. Shortly 
thereafter Lisa's condition worsened and her near-death experience 
ensued: 

I remember lying on my stomach and feeling sick and weak. At one 
point I felt like I would either vomit or pass out. I took a deep breath 
the next thing I knew I was floating up (backward) away from my 
physical body-right up to the ceiling. The very first thought I had 
was, "What am I doing up here if I'm down there?" Then it dawned on 
me. "This must be my soul, and I must be dead."
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At this point in her NDE, Lisa began to reflect upon the implications 
her imminent death might have upon her parents. She suddenly re
called that her parents had already experienced the loss of their first 
child, and Lisa was concerned about how her death as well might affect 
them. Immediately after this thought a revealing premonition was 
disclosed to her: 

I asked myself, "What would happen to my parents if I left them?" No 
sooner had I finished the thought than the answer was shown to me. I 
suddenly saw the images of my parents and grandparents right before 
me-about five feet away-on what resembled a wide projector 
screen-only this was in 3-dimensional color! They were grieving 
badly, and they looked absolutely drained. It was an extremely sad 
moving picture. I decided I couldn't let them go through that. Even 
with all my concerns I had to admit that I felt great! I had no pain and 
no fear. I felt peaceful and perfect! 

While in this near-death state, Lisa was acutely aware of her own 
"soul body." She made an effort to look down and around to see what 
this body looked like, but all she could see was a grayish mist. Lisa 
then made an unsuccessful attempt to reunite her soul body with her 
physical, earthly body that lay lifeless below her. Frustrated by this 
initial effort, she focused her attention on trying to figure out how to 
move from one place to another in this new state of existence. The 
answer came to her immediately. She realized that all she needed to do 
was to let her mind tell her soul body where to move, and in so doing 
her soul would travel to that destination. Lisa also had little doubt that 
she could move right through the wall and journey outside the house if 
she so desired. She described the sensations she experienced while 
undertaking such an attempt as follows: 

As I was passing right through the wall I could feel everything inside 
of it-the wood, the wiring, the nails-but it didn't hurt. In fact, it felt 
great-as if everything was alive, and I could feel all the atoms and 
molecules.  

Once outside the house, Lisa again focused her attention on her 
family. Her last thought before reuniting with her physical body was: 
"Oh, oh. What if I can't get back?" She doesn't remember anything 
about the actual reentry process.  

When Lisa regained consciousness and opened her eyes she saw her 
mother kneeling over her, crying. Her mother responded by saying, 
"Oh, thank God," and then went on to tell Lisa that she had been
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trying to awaken her for about five minutes. When Lisa tried to tell 
her mother about what she had just experienced, her mother told her 
that she had only been dreaming. When Lisa insisted that the events 
she had undergone were very real and that she wanted to tell every
body what had happened, her mother asked her not to tell people, as 
they might think that she was crazy.  

Case 2: Paula 

Paula is currently 30 years old, and at the time of her telephone 
interview was 29. She stated that she was 8 or 9 years old when she 
had her near-death experience, which reached Ring's stage 5.  

Paula had been living in the New York metropolitan area when a 
childhood friend invited her to accompany her on a family visit to rural 
New York. During the course of their visit, Paula and her friend 
decided to go swimming in a nearby pond. At some point during this 
swim, Paula found herself uncomfortably far from shore and strug
gling to get back. When she had nearly made it to the banks of the 
pond, she felt herself drowning. At that moment she was suddenly 
aware of an incredibly bright light to her left, which she knew to be 
God because of the enormous love she felt from it. To her right she saw 
pastel-colored spiritual entities that she identified as seven angels.  

She then found herself traveling swiftly down a road, stopping at a 
house. Paula could see her parents standing in the window reading the 
newspaper and crying. Upon closer examination, Paula realized the 
reason for her parents' grief: they were reading her obituary! At that 
moment, Paula was revived from her near-drowning and instan
taneously returned to her physical body.  

Case 3: Natalie 

Natalie was 17% years old at the time of her interview and 15 years 
old at the time of her NDE, which reached Ring's stage 4. Natalie had 
experienced some respiratory distress and was driven to her pediatri
cian's clinic. While at the clinic, she experienced a severe asthmatic 
attack, lost consciousness, and had a seizure.  

Natalie suddenly found herself in a tunnel, at the end of which she 
could see a brilliant light. While in this tunnel, two "light figures" 
came to her. Natalie felt that these beings were a part of the same
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brilliant light she could see at the end of the tunnel, and described 
them as friendly. With one on each side of her, the light figures took 
hold of her hands and together they slowly floated towards the light at 
the end of the tunnel. Natalie was exuberant and anxious, as she 
wanted to reach the brilliant light as soon as possible. She could also 
see other light figures, none of whom were recognizable, waiting to 
greet her at the tunnel's end.  

While traveling down the tunnel with these light figures, images 
from her past began to float over her head. Suddenly Natalie saw an 
image of her mother, father, sister, and niece, all looking extremely 
sad. Natalie knew what she was seeing was a premonition of what her 
relatives would look and feel like if she were to die at that time.  

Although Natalie personally felt elated about her out-of-body condi
tion, she worried about the consequences her death would have on her 
family. Upon seeing the image of her family and feeling her concern for 
them, the light figures set her down. She then walked back through 
the tunnel and returned to her physical body.  

Discussion 

The common factor that sets these three cases apart from those found 
in the current near-death literature is the type of prophetic vision 
experienced by all three. Prophetic visions are hardly a new phenome
non; however, we know of no previous accounts in the literature of a 
near-death prophetic case in which the experiencer was able to view 
the possible emotional aftereffects of his or her death on parents and 
loved ones.  

Although the subjects in these cases experienced a similar type of 
near-death premonition, the contents of their NDEs are quite different.  
A comparative analysis of these three cases follows. Because the writ
ten correspondence with Lisa and Natalie were more comprehensive 
than the telephone interview with Paula, commentary concerning Lisa 
and Natalie are more elaborate.  

One of the most impressive aspects of these three cases is the acute 
insightfulness with which each premonition was recalled from child
hood. Though described in the context of an adult intellect, as recalled 
the perceptions of each situation transcended the normal analytical 
reasoning of a young child. This is particularly evident in the advanced 
cognitive reasoning expressed by Lisa at the age of 4. This type of 
precocious cognitive development revealed in NDEs during childhood
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or even at birth has been noted in previous reports (Morse, 1983; 
Morse, Castillo, Venecia, Milstein, and Tyler, 1986; Serdahely, 
1989-90; Serdahely and Walker, 1990).  

One of us (B.A.W.) interviewed a 26-year-old man who had experi
enced an NDE during his early childhood. He could not recall his 
specific age, but he estimated that he was between 1 and 2 years old.  
The young man noted that this near-death occurrence was, in fact, his 
first conscious memory. While sitting in a playpen, he swallowed a 
marble that lodged in his throat, blocking his air supply. The infant 
then left his body and traveled towards a brilliant white light that 
communicated with him. He explained that although he did not have a 
command of the English language at that time, the light told him that 
he had things yet to do and that he would have to return. Communica
tion was instantaneous and comprehensive, despite the apparent bar
riers of age, developmental reasoning, and lack of formal language 
skills.  

Is a young child capable of obtaining the ability to process informa
tion and possess knowledge beyond normal, earthly developmental 
parameters while in an out-of-body near-death state? While this con
cept is intriguing, it is open to skepticism. An alternative hypothesis is 
that the detail with which these childhood NDEs are described might 
be attributed to retrospective adult interpretation.  

Mode of death does not appear to be a significant factor in producing 
this type of prophetic vision, as Lisa's NDE evolved from an illness, 
Paula's resulted from a near-drowning, and Natalie's resulted from an 
acute asthma attack. This is consistent with prior reports that mode of 
death does not influence type of experience (Ring, 1980; Ring and 
Franklin, 1981-82; Sabom, 1982; Twemlow, Gabbard, and Coyne, 
1983; Green and Friedman, 1983; Sullivan, 1984).  

Although each of these three subjects experienced a similar premoni
tion of what could have been in the event of death, there are numerous 
differences in the circumstances surrounding these visions.Lisa con
sciously asked the question, "What would happen to my parents if I left 
them?", and upon asking this question she was immediately shown the 
answer on a three-dimensional screen. In contrast, Paula's premoni
tion occurred spontaneously, without any forethought. Furthermore, 
Paula's spiritual body traveled down a road and personally viewed the 
events to take place, rather than viewing them on a screen. Natalie's 
vision also occurred spontaneously; in her case, however, she viewed 
her premonition in the context of a life review while traveling down 
the tunnel towards the being of light.

194



BARBARA A. WALKER, WILLIAM J. SERDAHELY, AND LORI J. BECHTEL 195 

Lisa's return to her body also parallels a number of core NDEs in 
which experiencers, though peaceful and euphoric in their out-of-body 
states, choose to return to an earthly existence out of concern for loved 
ones left behind (Ring, 1984). After viewing the extreme sadness to be 
experienced by her parents and grandparents, Lisa chose not to put 
them through such a horrific ordeal but to return. Similarly, although 
Natalie felt jubilant about her near-death condition, her concern for 
her family seemed to prompt the light figures to let her go, allowing 
her to return to her body. A conscious decision to return to earthly 
existence was not evident in Paula's NDE.  

Another major difference among these cases is the presence of spiri
tual entities. Natalie was immediately greeted by two friendly light 
figures who guided her down a tunnel towards a brilliant light, and 
could also see similar light figures at the end of the tunnel. Paula 
encountered seven pastel-colored beings she identified as angels, and 
like Natalie was aware of an incredibly bright light that she knew to 
be God. Lisa's NDE did not involve any interaction with supernatural 
beings, but she did interact with a sense of life energy in the atoms and 
molecules within seemingly inanimate earthly objects.  

As with Ring's analysis of the more common prophetic visions, one 
can reach a variety of conclusions regarding these two cases. A psychi
atric interpretation might assume that these individuals were trou
bled and that their visions evolved as a result of their psychopathology.  
A prophetic interpretation might suggest that these visions were con
ditional circumstances, in that they represented situations that could 
not occur unless certain life changes were made. Finally, an alternate 
futures interpretation would suggest that they were visions of an 
alternate universe that exists concurrently with our own; that is, the 
outcome seen in a prophetic vision may actually take place, but in 
another parallel world (Ring, 1984, 1988).  

Although we obviously cannot draw global implications about such 
prophecy from three retrospective cases, the content of these examples 
is nevertheless worthy of consideration. Perhaps other near-death ex
periencers have experienced similar prophetic visions but are reluc
tant to discuss them. Lisa was warned as a child not to discuss her 
near-death event and as a result remained quiet about the incident for 
nearly thirty years.  

In the 1946 Frank Capra movie "It's a Wonderful Life," George Bailey 
was blessed with a vision of what life would have been like for those he 
knew and loved, had he never been born. Although the cases cited here 
do not reflect this exact scenario, the individuals seemed to draw
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parallel lessons. The moral of that film was that we all do matter, that 
we all do touch one another's lives in significant ways even when we 
may not be consciously aware of it.  

The prophetic visions described here seem to have served a similar 
purpose in reminding the experiencers that we do indeed impact upon 
others more than we realize. These three prophetic visions may have 
been the impetus to will the spirit to return to bodily life to save loved 
ones the pain of grief. As is the case with all NDEs, though the 
reported cases are unique to each individual, they strike universal 
themes. Though it would be premature to speculate on specific causes 
or functions on the basis of only three cases, we believe that the 
reporting of additional near-death experiences with premonitions of 
what could have been will enable specific inferences to be drawn.  
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Letters to the Editor

A Neurobiological Model for Near-Death Experiences 

To the Editor: 
Juan C. Saavedra-Aguilar and Juan S. G6mez-Jeria do not seem to 

have taken into account certain facts about the out-of-body experience 
(OBE) in formulating their thought-provoking hypothesis about near
death experiences (NDEs) that they presented in this Journal (1989).  
For example, they wrote that veridical out-of-body perceptions can be 
explained "by assuming that before and after the episode the individ
ual perceived a fragmentary reality (for example, somebody's face or 
the color of a dress), and later the verbal system provided a more or less 
logical and coherent report" (pp. 216-217).  

But that was one of several assumptions that Michael Sabom (1982) 
found untenable in many cases of the NDEs he investigated that 
included veridical out-of-body perception. I think Saavedra-Aguilar 
and G6mez-Jeria should have substantiated their argument by show
ing how it applies to such cases. Since they have not done so, they 
create the impression that they are trying to explain away the puzzle 
of out-of-body sight rather than explain it.  

Saavedra-Aguilar and G6mez-Jeria have suggested a role for endog
enous endorphins in the absence of pain during the NDE (p. 214). I 
doubt whether that is an adequate explanation in light of Sabom's 
observation (1982, pp. 171-172) that, while analgesia from experimen
tally administered beta-endorphin may last several hours, NDErs re
port that physical pain, for example from injury, returns abruptly as 
soon as the experience ends.  

Although Saavedra-Aguilar and G6mez-Jeria have said that it is 
beyond the scope of their work to elucidate the possible purpose of 
NDEs, their hypothesis would be more complete if they would do so in 
their future work on these phenomena. Many human experiences are 
found to serve a purpose, and NDEs, which according to the authors 
are always accompanied by a stressful situation, are unlikely to be an 
exception. To me they appear, by and large, to be biological devices 
with a protective function (Krishnan, 1985).
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Announcement

Near-Death Researchers' Network 

Readers of the Journal encouraged by the increasing acceptance of 
near-death studies but frustrated by their relative isolation have 
raised the need for a less formal vehicle for researchers to communi
cate than that provided by the Journal. We would like to offer a 
networking opportunity responsive to those needs. Possibilities range 
from a mutually shared mailing list of active researchers, to an infor
mal newsletter in which researchers could explore ideas and seek 
collaboration, to an invitational conference at which investigators 
could present work planned or in progress and share research strate
gies, problems, and solutions. Readers interested in any of these op
tions are encouraged to write to: 

Bruce Greyson, M.D.  
Department of Psychiatry 
University of Connecticut Health Center 
Farmington, CT 06030
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