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ABSTRACT: The present study investigated the relationship between claims 
of near-death experiences (NDEs) and measures of self-actualization, Gestalt 
resistance processes, transfluence, mystical experiences, and claims of peak 
life experiences in a sample of 155 individuals. As hypothesized, I found sig
nificant positive correlations between the claims of NDEs and transfluence 
and mystical experiences. I found no significant correlations between claims 
of NDEs and the seven Gestalt resistances, suggesting that NDErs are nei
ther more nor less resistant than nonNDErs. I also found no significant rela
tionship between claims of NDEs and self-actualization or claims of peak life 
experiences.  

Near-death experiences (NDEs) have been the focus of abundant 
research over the past 30 years, much of it focused on the phenomeno
logical reports of the individual reporting the NDE (Greyson and Bush, 
1992; Ring, 1980, 1984, 1992). Very little empirical data have been re
ported regarding the relationship between claims of near-death expe
riences, self-actualization, Gestalt resistances, transfluence, mystical 
experiences, and claims of peak life experiences. Gestalt resistances 
can be understood to be defensive styles or strategies that become prob
lematic when they are overused or utilized without awareness (Perls, 
Hefferline, and Goodman, 1951/1977). Transfluence is a measure of 
transpersonal experiences.  

The purpose of this study was to investigate the relationship between 
claims of near-death experiences and measures of the above-mentioned 
constructs. I hypothesized that claims of near-death experiences would 
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be negatively related to Gestalt resistance scores as measured by a 
Gestalt questionnaire, and positively related to self-actualization, 
transfluence, mystical experiences, and claims of peak life experience.  
In other words, I expected individuals claiming to have had an NDE 
to possess low Gestalt resistances and vice versa. Likewise, I expected 
individuals claiming an NDE to report high self-actualization, trans
fluence, mystical experiences, and claims of peak life experience.  

Method 

Participants 

A total of 155 individuals participated in the study. The nonprobabil
ity convenience sample was composed of 54 males and 101 females with 
ages ranging from 18 to 78. The majority of the sample was drawn from 
education and counseling students from three Ohio universities, with 
the remainder drawn from private sector organizations in the area. All 
155 individuals were used in the correlations between claim of an NDE 
with the measures of Gestalt resistances, transfluence, and claim of 
peak life experience; while only 109 subjects completed the measure of 
self-actualization, 152 the measure of mystical experiences, and 119 the 
Short Lie scale, which was composed of three items from the MMPI-2 
Lie scale and was administered as a check on social desirability.  

Instruments 

Claims of near-death experiences was measured by a single ques
tion-"Have you ever had a Near Death Experience?"-to which sub
jects could answer "yes" or "no." 

Self-actualization was measured by the Short Index of Self-Actualiza
tion (SISA) (Jones and Crandall, 1986). I use a 5-point Likert-type scale, 
with responses ranging from 1 ("I Strongly Agree with this Statement") 
to 5 ("I Strongly Disagree with this Statement") for each of the 15 items.  
Alvin Jones and Rick Crandall (1986) reported an acceptable coefficient 
alpha (.65) and a 12-day interval test-retest reliability (.69) for the SISA 
using a 4-point Likert format.  

The SISA was a modification of the first instrument to measure of 
self-actualization, the Personal Orientation Inventory (POI) (Shostrom, 
1963), and is significantly correlated with the POI (Jones and Crandall, 
1986). The initial validation study of the SISA found significant differ
ences between persons nominated as self-actualizing and those nom
inated as non-self-actualizing (Jones and Crandall, 1986). The SISA
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significantly correlated in expected directions with self-esteem and 
neuroticism (Jones and Crandall, 1986), boredom proneness (McLeod 
and Vodanovich, 1991), perfectionism (Flett, Hewitt, Blankstein, and 
Mosher, 1991) and creativity (Runco, Ebersole, and Mraz, 1991).  

The Gestalt Contact Styles Questionnaire-Revised (GCSQ-R; Woldt 
and Kepner, 1993) was selected to measure the six traditional Gestalt 
resistances: confluence, desensitization, introjection, projection, retrofi
ection, and deflection. Confluence is the process whereby the boundaries 
between self and environment become undifferentiated to the point 
where awareness of self is lost in the environment, for example, in a 
group or another person. Desensitization is the process of blocking sen
sory contact or hindering sensory information from being recognized.  
Introjection is the process of passively accepting and incorporating ma
terial, such as rules or attitudes, from the environment without exam
ining, challenging, or integrating that material. Projection is the pro
cess of disowning personally objectionable material, such as thoughts 
or feelings, and assigning this material to the environment, for exam
ple, to other people or objects. Retroflection is the process of thwarting 
need fulfillment by redirecting impulses away from the environment 
and back toward the self, either by doing to oneself what one would like 
to do to others, such as pounding one's fist against one's forehead, or by 
doing to oneself what one would like others to do, for example, gently 
stroking one's forehead. Deflection is the process of avoiding or reducing 
the intensity of contact through various behaviors, for example, chang
ing topics or using humor to relieve tension.  

The 100 items on the GCSQ-R were responded to on the same 
5-point Likert-type scale presented above. Robert Hoopingarner (1987) 
reported a total-score test-retest reliability of .83 for a 2- to 4-week in
terval, with all six resistance scales test-retest reliability exceeding .70.  

The six resistance scales were derived through factor analysis (Woldt 
and Kepner, 1993). A number of empirical studies supported the con
struct validity of the resistance scales (Prosnick, 1996). The GCSQ-R is 
the only extant measure of Gestalt resistance processes with acceptable 
psychometric properties.  

The seventh Gestalt resistance of egotism was measured by the ego
tism scale. Egotism is the process by which a person mentally separates 
from his or her experience and becomes a spectator of, or commenta
tor on, that experience. I developed this egotism scale through factor 
analysis and reported an acceptable coefficient alpha of .76 (Prosnick, 
1996). The egotism scale exhibited convergent validity with a mea
sure of ego rigidity and discriminant validity with a measure of self
transcendence (Prosnick, 1996).
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Transfluence is a measure of transpersonal experiences created 
through factor analysis (Prosnick, 1996). The types of experiences in
cluded on the Transfluence Scale include seeing auras and traveling out 
of body. I reported a high coefficient alpha of .90 for this scale which ex
hibited convergent validity with the Mysticism Scale (Prosnick, 1996).  

Reported mystical experiences were measured by the Mysticism Scale 
(M Scale) (Hood, 1975). The Mysticism Scale is scored in a 5-point 
Likert-type format, with a range from 32 points measuring least mysti
cal to 160 assessing most mystical, derived from factor analysis (Hood, 
1975). A recent study by Ralph Hood, Ronald Morris, and Paul Watson 
(1993) established a three-factor structure for the M scale compatible 
with the conceptual work of Walter Stace (1960), from whom the scale 
items were initially developed. The M scale is the most frequently cited 
measure of self-transcendence, and is the most widely used and the 
only psychometrically acceptable instrument available for operational
ized reporting of mystical experience.  

Reliability for the M scale was in acceptable ranges: Cronbach's al
pha coefficient of internal consistency was .92 (Stifler, Greer, Sneck, 
and Dovenmuehle, 1993). Correlational findings support the construct 
validity of the M scale. Convergent validity was indicated by signif
icant positive correlations between the M scale and measures of in
trinsic religious orientation, intense religious or spiritual experience, 
and openness to experience. The Intrinsic Religious Motivation Scale 
(Hoge, 1972), Religious Experience Episodes Measure (Hood, 1970), and 
Ego Permissiveness Scale (Taft, 1970) each correlated positively with 
M scale scores (Hood, 1975).  

Claim of peak life experience was measured by a single question
"Have you ever had a 'Peak' or highly unusual, positive life experi
ence?"-to which subjects could answer "yes" or "no." As a check on 
social desirability, three items from the MMPI-2 Lie scale were admin
istered.  

Level of Significance 

In this exploratory study, I chose to take a bigger risk of making a type 
I error, so that possible relationships for further investigation could be 
identified. Therefore, alpha was set at p = .20. Bonferroni's inequality 
was used to correct for multiple simultaneous correlational tests (Grove 
and Andreasen, 1982); applying that to the 12 variables in this set of 
data, the required level of significance for each individual statistical 
test was set at p = .017.
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Procedure 

All participants were given a questionnaire including the above mea
sures, and were given as much time as needed to complete it. All ques
tionnaires listed the scales in identical order, since it has been em
pirically demonstrated that scale order has little affect on interscale 
correlations (Spector and Michaels, 1983).  

Results 

The number of study participants who responded "yes" to the question 
about having had a near-death experience was 25 (16 percent); while 88 
participants (58 percent) responded "yes" to the question about having 
had a peak life experience.  

Table 1 presents the possible range of scores, mean, standard devia
tion, and coefficient alphas for all study scales, while Table 2 presents 
zero-order correlations between claiming to have had an NDE and the 
other study variables. As can be seen, claiming to have had an NDE was 
significantly correlated with higher scores on the Transfluence Scale 
(r = .21) and the Mysticism Scale (r = .23). There were no significant 
relationships between the claim of having had NDE and the other study 
variables. There were no significant correlations between the Short Lie

Table 1 
Statistics of Study Scales 

Internal 
Possible Consistency 

Scale Range Mean SD (Alpha) 

SISA 15-75 51.95 5.27 .67 
Confluence 22-110 66.55 7.38 .59 
Desensitization 12-60 33.65 5.57 .58 
Introjection 23-115 75.61 6.16 .35 
Projection 27-135 70.12 11.92 .85 
Retroflection 43-215 109.08 15.81 .85 
Deflection 43-215 102.79 15.42 .85 
Egotism 11-55 27.01 5.48 .71 
Transfluence 18-90 50.90 13.20 .90 
M Scale 32-160 99.26 22.92 .96 
Short Lie 3-15 6.43 1.65 .17
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Table 2 
Correlations Between Claim of 
Having Had an NDE, Short Lie 
Scale, and the Study Variables 

Variable NDE Short Lie 

Self-actualization .05 .07 
Confluence -. 15 -. 08 
Desensitization .12 -. 07 
Introjection -. 15 .21 
Projection .01 -. 13 
Retroflection .01 -. 06 
Deflection .00 -. 11 
Egotism .01 -. 05 
Transfluence .21* -. 11 
Peak Life Experience .17 .06 
Mysticism Scale .23* -. 17 
Short Lie .11 1.00 

*p < .017.

Scale and any study variables, which suggests that a social desirability 
response set did not affect these data.  

Discussion 

This study supports the contention that individuals claiming to have 
had an NDE also report high rates of transfluence and mystical expe
riences. These findings indicate that persons claiming an NDE have 
had more transpersonal experiences than have the nonNDE sample.  
The study design did not permit distinguishing between transpersonal 
experiences that occurred prior to or after the NDE. Future research 
could determine whether "transpersonal experiencers" are predisposed 
to have NDEs, or whether NDEs make people more inclined to have 
transpersonal experiences.  

No significant correlations were found between claim of NDEs and 
the seven Gestalt resistances. Thus NDErs as a group were neither 
more nor less resistant than the nonNDErs. No significant relationship 
was found between claim of an NDE and claim of a peak life experience.
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Additionally, no significant relationship was found between claim of an 
NDE and self-actualization. Bruce Greyson (1992) reported a similar 
lack of significant relationship between actualization and occurrence or 
depth of NDEs.  

A methodological limitation of the present study is that individuals 
claiming to be NDErs were identified neither by a standardized instru
ment nor by an interview, but rather a single "yes" or "no" question.  
Thus, some individuals may have broadly interpreted this question to 
include physical near-death encounters that may not have included the 
components of the psychospiritual NDE. This limitation notwithstand
ing, the results of this study are logically consistent with previous near
death investigations (Ring, 1980, 1984, 1992).  

A future study could correct for the above limitation by utilizing a 
psychometrically sound instrument to identify the NDErs, like the one 
presented by Greyson (1983). This group could then be correlated with 
the same or similar measures chosen for this study. It may also be 
beneficial for future research to replicate the present study with other 
samples to assess the generalizability of the findings.  

Future studies could also assess the causal nature of the relation
ship between claim of an NDE and transpersonal experiences, that 
is, transfluence and mystical experiences. For instance, does an NDE 
lead to increased transpersonal experiences, does high capacity for self
transcendence lead to greater likelihood of claiming an NDE, or is there 
a reciprocal relationship? It is also possible that other variables might 
control the relationship between claim of an NDE and transpersonal 
experiences.  
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