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Editor’s Foreword

In our lead article in this issue of the Journal, educational psychology
graduate student Marlene Spencer traces the origin of the concept
of dissociation and its relevance to near-death experiences (NDEs).
Noting that recent authors in this Journal and elsewhere have used
differing definitions of dissociation, she attempts to clarify this con-
troversial term and addresses whether the NDE may be a form of
dissociative behavior and, if so, whether it is related to emotional
pathology or to a normal protective response to stress.

Next psychologist Alfred Alschuler presents a novel empirical
analysis of the accuracy of planetary visions of disasters reported by
some NDErs. Alschuler assembles data from diverse sources and
finds long-term trend reversals in 1987-88 in various measures of
spirituality and caring, and in global catastrophes. The correlation
of these trends, he argues, supports the New Age Effect, also pre-
dicted by some NDErs: that changes in humanity’s caring for each
other and for the planet can postpone the apocalypse.

This issue also includes an empirical study of NDEs among pa-
tients resuscitated in a hospital, by Italian psychologist and moral
theologian Aureliano Pacciolla. While his survey corroborates many
findings of American studies, Pacciolla also warns against limiting
the scope of near-death research on the basis of previous work.

Canadian psychologist Keith Floyd presents an intriguing case of
a woman whose NDE was apparently precipitated by electroconvul-
sive therapy. After relating this woman’s elaborate experience, which
included an accurate precognitive vision, he speculates on the mecha-
nism by which this experience came about.

This issue includes two books reviews: Michael Sabom reviews fel-
low cardiologist Maurice Rawlings’ controversial book, 7o Hell and
Back; and psychiatrist Bruce Greyson reviews classical scholar Jeno
Platthy’s Near-Death Experiences in Antiquity. We end this issue with
three letters to the editor: pediatrician Melvin Morse comments on
the controversy over pioneering near-death researcher Kenneth
Ring’s “retirement”; parapsychologist Karlis Osis raises the question
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of bias in Greyson’s study of life satisfaction among NDErs; and
Greyson responds to Osis’s comments.

Bruce Greyson, M.D.




Dissociation: Normal or Abnormal?

Marlene Spencer, M.Ed.
University of Alberta

ABSTRACT: Recent articles have addressed the question of whether or not the

out-of-body experience reported by many people near death is a form of disso-
ciative behavior. If so, is it related to other mental or emotional pathologies or

1s it a normal protective response to stress? This paper explores the history of
dissociation and related terms, uncovering a multiplicity of uses and connota-
tions. New orientations in physics and the rise of the New Science in the form
of Chaos Theory allow a plethora of additional interpretations.

The out-of-body experience (OBE) is one of the most dramatic and
memorable features of the near-death experience (NDE). That it has
been reported by individuals not near death, during a variety of al-
tered, traumatic, or volitional states, makes it special amongst other
NDE phenomena. Glen Gabbard and Stuart Twemlow (1986) dis-
cussed the OBE as an altered mind/body state that is spatial rather
than temporal, which is characteristic of dissociative states. This im-
plies a qualitative difference between the OBE and dissociation. Yet
the Winter 1993 issue of this Journal contained two article that fur-
ther confused the issue of the appropriate definition and use of the
term dissociation.

Authors William Serdahely (1993) and Harvey Irwin (1993) pre-

sented different theoretical constructs to explain dissociation. Serda-
hely wrote:

——— e
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I suggest that the OBE is one stage of a continuum of dissociation
from the physical body . . . . The antithesis of dissociation then is
association, being able to associate with a physical body, the end
point of which is being totally centered in the body. (1993, pp. 93-94)

the botton of the facing page, Irwin offered:

Dissociation may be defined as a stuctured separation of such men-
tal processes . . . . That is, feelings may be separated or “dissoci-
ated” from memories of specific incidents, and some memories may

be kept separate or “repressed” from the flow of conscious thought.
(1993, pp. 95-96)

Serdahely discussed a quantitative separation of the person or per-
sonality from the physical body. Irwin saw a separation of “mental
processes’ one from the other, not from the body. Even more non-
specific, psychologists are often trained to use the term to refer to
a lack of common experience between parts of a single individual.
This still leaves one unsure of the dynamics, processes, or even the
hermeneutics of such a situation.

This article is an attempt to trace the historical origin of the term
dissociation and notions asociated with it, to fill a gap in the under-
standing of the term, and to aid the reader in deciding if dissociation
includes or excludes the OBE. Further, if the OBE is a form of dis-

sociation, is it normal or abnormal? Is dissociation itself protective
or pathological?

Historical Perspectives on Dissociation

An individual can control his or her perception of events by cre-
ating or escaping to other realities. One means by which one may
access other realities 1s through dissociation. Early in the 19th cen-
tury, young Mary Reynolds presented with two dissimilar personali-
ties. This condition was epitomized by Robert Louis Stevenson in his
Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886). Earlier, demonic possession had been
thought to result in similar behavior. In hypnosis it was noted as
well that often the personality seemed divided. As the person was
in trance, a part of the person appeared to be aside, observing and
protecting rather than participating. This was referred to as double-
consciousness or doubled-ego in the writings of the 1890s (Hilgard,
1987). Bessel van der Kolk and Onnon van der Hart (1989), repre-
sentative of the several journal contributors celebrating the centen-
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nial of Pierre Janet’s dissertation, defined Janet’s notion of dissocia-
tion as “the crucial psychological process with which the organism
reacts to overwhelming trauma and which results in the wide variety

of symptoms then classified under the rubric of ‘hysteria™ (p. 1532).
Arnold Ludwig offered another definition:

Dissociation represents a process whereby certain mental functions
which are ordinarily integrated with other functions presumably op-
erate in a more compartmentalized or automatic way usually outside
the sphere of conscious awareness or memory recall. (1983, p. 93)

The current edition of the American Psychiatric Association’s Diag-
nostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, the DSM-IV
(American Psychiatric Association, 1994) began its discussicn of dis-
sociative disorders as follows:

The essential feature of the Dissociative Disorders is a disruption
in the usually integrated functions of consciousness, memory, iden-

tity, or perception of the environment. The disturbance may be sud-
den or gradual, transient or chronic (p. 477)

Among the five categories of dissociation listed were Depersonaliza-
tion Disorder and Dissociative Disorder Not Otherwise Specified. The
DSM-IV recognized that these categories do not fit recognized syn-

dromes. These are instances where a symptom is given a label be-
cause a coherent theoretical or obvious disease process is lacking or
where the symptom is found in association with other phenomena.
Frank Putnam (1989) included descriptions of dissociative disorders
not included in previous editions of the DSM, such as hypnoid states,
somnambulism (DSM-IV included this as Sleepwalking Disorder un-
der the general category of Sleep Disorders), possession states, and
out-of-body and near-death experiences. “In dissociation an aspect of
the experience is kept out of conscious awareness” (Brown and
Fromm, 1986, p. 11).

Janet (1859-1947) is credited with the first use of the term disso-
ciation. This phenomenon was in need of a name, as several clini-
cians were encountering it in their practices. Janet described and
named dissociation in his doctoral dissertation, Automatisme Psy-
chologique, published in 1889 at the Salpétriére in Paris. Jean-Marie
Charcot, the “Napoleon of Neuroses” (Ellenberger, 1970, p. 95) and
leader of the great French school and hospital of the latter 19th cen-
tury, was mentor to the young Janet, and was his thesis supervisor
(Janet, 1889). Charcot died unexpectedly just two weeks after Janet
successfully defended his thesis in medicine.
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In 1882, Mesmerism had taken clinical form under the name Ayp-
nosis as treatment for hysteria. Charcot, also dubbed “the Prince of
Neurophysiologists,” presented a paper to the skeptical French Acad-
emy of Science, who when approved its use in medicine (Kelly, 1991).
It was with this act that the perennial mind/body problem moved
from scholars in philosophy and theology and appeared in modern
medicine.

During the hundred years between Franz Mesmer and Charcot,
animal magnetism was replaced with will, concentration, lucid sleep,
somnambulism, psychotherapeutics, and a plethora of other terms
(Guillian, 1959). Medicine, despite the fact that its own sons were
leaders in the fight to establish hypnotism as a valid medical prac-
tice, always refused to adopt medical psychology (Zilboorg, 1967).

The Salpétriéere was an asylum and prison housing 5,000 women
that, under Charcot’s leadership, became the world’s leading medical
center for clinical neurologic research (Guillian, 1959). By the 1880s
Charcot had become interested in hypnosis as a therapy for hysteria,
and published his Lessons on Illnesses of the Nervous System (1880-
1883). He had many disciples and students and thousands of admir-
ing patients. Evidently he had some detractors as well. That Charcot
was an effective and influential teacher cannot be questioned. Sig-
mund Freud won a traveling scholarship to Paris in 1885 to study
under Charcot. He was, prior to his Paris trip, ignorant of hypnosis.
The impact of his Salpétriére study evoked the thinking that was to
influence the course of psychology’s study of the mind for the entire
20th century (Hilgard, 1987).

When Janet formulated his notions of dissociation in 1889, it was
the historical consequence of generations of clinical observation and
the development of psychology as a discipline (Haule, 1986). For an
idea whose time has come, history must provide an individual in
whom the idea can germinate and receive expression. In this case,
history provided a veritable beehive of individuals who worked in
concert or at odds, stimulating, prodding, and leading one another
in an atmosphere of scholarly excellence and professional competi-
tion, so that there grew much animosity regarding credit for the first
ideas. The animosity created much development of theory, careful
clinical observation, and effective documentation.

Hippolyte Bernheim joined the new School of Nancy as its leader
in 1872 (Kelly, 1991). He had become interested in hypnotism after
referring a patient, whom he had treated unsuccessfully for six years,
to a country doctor, Auguste Ambroise Liébeault, who had received
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much success and notoriety using the unorthodox treatment. The pa-
tient was immediately cured by Liébeault’s method. Bernheim un-
dertook the study of the treatment, publishing his classic De la
Suggestion dans l'état de veille in 1884,

There was much competition between Bernheim of the Nancy
School and Charcot of the Salpétriére. Their differences centered on
diverse theoretical orientations toward hypnosis (Kelly, 1991). Bern-
heim saw hypnosis as a psychological phenomenon; Charcot saw it

as a physiological one. Bernhein saw hypnosis as a normal state;
Charcot saw it as an abnormal state.

Janet, as Charcot’s intellectual successor, viewed dissociation as
a pathological state. His use of the term dissociation derived from
the then popular theory of association. Associationist theory held
that learning and memory were based upon an association of ideas.
The notion of the association of ideas as representative of the struc-
ture of the mind was first articulated by John Locke (Hilgard, 1987).
A few hundred years of elaboration made that model of cognitive
function predominant. James Mill, John Stuart Mill, Alexander
Bain, and William James were exponents of associationism. If the
structure of the intellect consisted of associations of ideas, why could
one not call the deterioration of the fabric of the mind into compo-
nent parts dissociation?

It is important today to study Janet’s hundred-year-old notion of
dissociation and follow its development in order to understand the
need to revise our present use of the term to cover new syndromes
and treatments of which we are just becoming aware. Three Ameri-
cans, associated as the Boston School (Hilgard, 1987), continued to
observe, elaborate, and use the construct of dissociation.

James, philosopher and psychologist, Harvard University professor
under whom the first American psychological laboratory was founded,
chronicler of the thinking of his age, brought us up to date with
scientific thought in turn-of-the-century Western Europe. His Princi-
ples of Psychology (1890) was a most readable treatise on who was
thinking, researching, and teaching what. Information of this type
was greatly needed in adolescent America. James educated the
American intellect. His Principles was the basic text in psychology
for generations. James acquainted American scholars and researchers
with the techniques of hypnosis and the phenomena of dissociation.

By 1902, a student of James’s, Boris Sidis, psychologist, director of
the laboratory of the Psychopathic Hospital, Department of the New
York Infirmary for Women and Children, had developed a clinical back-
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log of case histories to support a very coherent theory of pathological
dissociation. His model featured a progression of mental disintegration
of systems by phases and stages, each represented by an illustrative
clinical expression in his book Psychopathological Researches in Mental
Dissociation (1902). That Sidis was a student of James was clearly
illustrated by his introductory chapter on functionalism and the use
of the method of introspection. His was a model of unified mind/body
(psychic and neuronal) expressions of dissociation:

The whole pathological process with its stages and concomitant psy-
chomotor manifestations, may thus be conveniently subdivided into
three great classes, one passing into the other by imperceptible de-
grees: functional psychosis, functional neuropathy, and necrotic
neuropathy . . . neuron degeneration, stages which for lack of a
better name may be termed necrotic neuropathies. (1902, p. xii)

Of course, the cure for dissociations and disintegrations would be
“reassociation, or synthesis of dissociated systems . . . from a thera-
peutic standpoint, synthesis is cure” (Sidis, 1902, p. xx). Cure was
complicated by the fact that, according to Sidis, neuropathies are
purely organic: “Unlike the functional psychoses, the neuropathies
have no subconscious ‘equivalents’ . . . . No synthesis is possible”
(1902, p. xiv).

Sidis has all but been forgotten; he is hardly more than a footnote
in the history of psychology. Yet his notion of mental deterioration
1s unique in that it did not reflect the usual Cartesian polarizations.
He viewed psychological and physiological dysfunctions on the same
continuum. The main features separating the two were not the be-
havioral manifestations, but the degree of organicity, and thus the
“curability.”

Sidis coedited the Journal of Abnormal Psychology, founded in
1906, with Morton Prince (Ross, 1989), who became perhaps the best
known authority on multiple personality disorder with his book The
Dissociation of a Personality (1905/1978). Prince was a founder of
the Psychological Clinic at Harvard and is credited with being an
early proponent of psychotherapy and a user of hypnosis (Hilgard,
1987). Prince concluded that dissociation could not be purely physi-
ological. Despite his illustrious career, “Multiple personality disorder,
like hysteria, came to be regarded as an artifact of hypnotic sugges-
tion” (Frischholz, 1985, p. 103).

The notion of dissociation as a pathological condition had persisted
for almost a century. During that time, Freud eclipsed Janet in popu-
larity. His ideas took firm hold on popular as well as psychological
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thinking. Initially enthusiastic about the use of hypnosis, Freud soon
abandoned it for his own method of free association of ideas as a
way to access unconscious events (Higard, 1987; Kelly, 1991). He felt
that it was advisable for the person to be fully aware of issues as
they arose, as “the Ego strives to maintain contact with reality to
preserve its organization” (Kelly, 1991, p. 85). Freud’s popularity re-
sulted in the virtual abandonment of hypnosis as a credible therapy
until mid-century. The return from war of millions of young men suf-
fering from the psychogenic trauma of their experiences, referred to
as shell shock during World War I, provided the impetus to reexamine
notions of dissociation. In the interim, the definition of dissociation
had changed many times.

Well before Janet, the Scottish physician James Braid (1795-1860)
defined hypnotism. Characteristic was amnesia, and the double-con-
scious state. Ernest Rossi and David Cheek (1988) indicated that this
was early recognition of “state dependent” learning and memory,
wherein materal that is learned does not generalize to other states
of consciousness. Implied also was the notion of split personality, or
a splitting of conscious and unconscious processes. That splitting of
parts of awareness was what Janet had in mind when he coined the
term dissociation. Initially, one had difficulty detecting a difference
in usage of the terms dissociation and hypnosis.

As schizophrenia became recognized as a clinical entity separate
from hysteria, the phenomenon of splitting or dissociation became
associated with that label. The term schizophrenia was introduced
by Eugen Bleuler (Rosenbaum, 1980). In fact, split personality and
schizophrenia are still synonyms in lay vocabularies. We now view
dissociation as another dimension of the trance state (Brown and
Fromm, 1986). But parodoxically we find a category of pathology
listed in the DSM-IV as Dissociative Disorders with no reference to
hypnotherapy nor to dissociation in trance. We do, today, have the
dual use of the term: one abnormal, one normal.

Contemporary Diagnostic Approaches
to Dissociation

Is dissociation necessarily a pathological state, as Janet is said to
have espoused, or could it be a normal, in fact, healthy, phylogeneti-
cally developed response to intolerable physical or emotional trauma
(Ludwig, 1983)? Dissociation appears to be commonly encountered in
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populations who have undergone the stress of trauma, but otherwise
exhibit no abnormal characteristics. Increase in awareness of child

abuse and recognition of Multiple Personality Disorder as a clinical

entity focus our attention upon a model that could accommodate the
thinking of both antecedent French schools. Putnam wrote:

Many authors conceptualize these different forms of dissociation as
lying on a continuum from the minor dissociations of everyday life,
such as daydreaming, to the major pathological forms, such as mul-
tiple personality. (1989, p. 6)

Since dissociation can be used as a tool in therapy and as an ef-
fective defense during trauma, there was a need to acknowledge a

nonpathological form. This model of a continuum from spontaneous
trance states to gross pathology is useful.

Dissociation becomes dysfunctional when it interferes with normal
life, as with those people who experience amnesia or become self-

destructive, suicidal, manipulative, or aggressive. (Anderson, 1988,
p. 26).

Does the fact that only 200 cases of Dissociative Disorder were re-
ported in the world’s literature prior to 1930 (Greaves, 1980) indicate
a healthy population, ignorant mental health providers, or a rerout-
ing of cases under other labels? We have a large semantic tangle.

In 1977, Ernest Hilgard put forward his neodissociation theory of
divided consciousness (Ross, Joshi, and Currie, 1990), in which he
postulated both horizontal and vertical “splits” of consciousness. The

horizontal split dissociated psychic contents from the conscious. The
vertical split is not dissociation, but repression. Thus another source

of confusion, the distinction between dissociation and repression, was
schematized.

The following is a valuable current description of the dissociated
state:

Perhaps most personalities segment for purpose of adaptation and
defense . . . . The healthy “normal” person functions like a confed-
eration of self-parts. Usually these are covert and are observable
more as mood changes. We call these “ego states.” Hilgard’s “hidden
observer” phenomena are probably covert ego states that are suffi-
ciently dissociated, so that pain can be repressed into them (see Hil-
gard, 1977). This leaves the executive state relatively pain free .

. Cathartic release may require many abreactions since the major
personality could not handle the feelings in the first place and can
now accept, release, and integrate them only piecemeal. Cognitive
restructuring (genuine insight) must accompany or follow release of
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affect. When the emotions resubmitted to the primary states are

more than it can handle, it may temporarily withdraw or regress . . .
. Underlying personalities and ego states, being “partpersons,” do
not have the ability to generalize and engage in abstract thinking.
They frequently think concretely and illogically like a child. It is
common for an underlying personality to plot the destruction of
death of the person while believing that it, itself, will survive. (Wat-
kins and Johnson, 1982, pp. 138-143).

Hilgard presented a gallant effort to corral diverse theoretical
views under one schema. His model utilized Janet’s causal explana-
tion of dissociation, and by postulating horizontal and lateral spits
to accommodate both repression and amnesia, he included Freud.
More importantly, he left the gate open for more recent interests in
dissociative states characteristic of “normal” populations. These in-
clude nonpathological, that is, “healthy” and “protective” dissocia-
tions.

Currently an important area of public interest is the increasing
incidence of “adjustment” disturbances listed in DSM-IV under the
heading of Anxiety Disorders as Posttraumatic Stress Disorder
(American Psychiatric Associaton, 1994, pp. 424-429). Posttraumatic
Stress Disorder has received attention as it appears to be a “pre-
split” condition. As described earlier by Janet, it is a reaction to over-
whelming trauma. Contrary to Janet’s thinking, many now believe
that the dissociation produced by trauma is not only not pathological,
but natural (Ludwig, 1983), common (Ross, Joshi, and Currie, 1990),
healthy (Watkins and Watkins, 1990), and protective (Spiegel and
Cardena, 1990).

For years it has been proposed that a dissociative response to
trauma is not limited to our species (Jaynes, 1976). If true, that
would indicate a mechanism that would have begun to develop before
differentiation of our phylogenetic order. To illustrate this point, Lud-
wig (1983) discussed the dissociations that other mammals evidence
when faced with mortal danger, such as “playing dead.” When killed
by predators, most prey do not release “fright” hormones that would
render the flesh inedible. The implication that other species may also
have out-of-body near-death experiences challenges our ideas regard-
ing the “humanness” of consciousness.

Irwin, citing Putnam, pointed out that the capacity for dissociation
develops “in childhood as a normal process intrinsically associated
with fantasy and imaginative ability” (1993, p. 96). It is the child’s
developmental nature to construct reality from environmental clues,
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and out of necessity, bridge gaps in logic with creative imagination.
For the young, as for the critically ill, the line between common and
idiosyncratic realities is not clearly drawn. There seems to be a place
neither here nor there, where boundaries ebb and flow in time and
space. Inhabiting that space is creative imagination, that same qual-
ity so vital to successful relaxation and imagery. In the adult, it is
the basis of hypnotizability (Hilgard and Hilgard, 1955) and the abil-
ity to dissociate in theory. Perhaps the near-death out-of-body expe-
rience is an adaptive utilization of a neotenous behavior.

Although dissociation had been called a “state” of consciousness
for a hundred years, it had never really been afforded that label in
our thinking. It has been thought of as a characteristic—if given too
much, it is unhealthy: something one can do too readily; a trait or
correlate of a trait. The existential facts are that we each can and
do view our body as the subject of attention or as the object of it
(Bain, 1973). In the out-of-body experience, the body is the object of
regard. We are looking at ourselves objectively! And never have we

thought of the pathological consequences of too little dissociation, or
of none at all.

Implications of Contemporary Physics

Under the heading of “normal dissociations” is a growing interest
in what I call recreational or volitional dissociation. Most of the lit-
erature generated in the 1960s by interest in hallucinogenic and
other psychotropic chemicals, with altered state research (Tart, 1969)
generated by psychotherapeutic techniques, religous cults, brain-
washing, psychogenic healing, etc., is currently being resurrected and
reexamined under the light of the new thinking generated by the
rise of holistic ideology and Chaos Theory (Bohm, 1980; Gleick, 1987;
Ruelle, 1991).

Chaos Theory, if it is the mark of a new great paradigm shift,
requires a reformulation of all of the models of dissociation referred

to in this paper. If chaos is anything it is not linear (Combs and
Holland, 1990).

We have been stubbing our noses on the window of the mind since
Newtonian mechanics and Cartesian dichotomies molded the Scien-
tific Age. Isaac Newton and René Descartes were the fathers of the
linear model from which our thinking springs. Almost all models are
linear, as our visual images of explanation are largely limited to the
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two-dimensional page or paper. We have been, for hundreds of years,
prisoners of two-dimensional thought. Linear models by nature go
from one quality or quantity to another. Hilgard’s neodissociation the-
ory is linear, going from the healthy “normal” everyday dissociations
to the pathology of the fully split multiple personality. Serdahely’s
OBE as a “stage of a continuum of dissociation from a physical body”
(1993, p. 93) and, as reported by Irwin (1993), his proposal that the
NDE and Multiple Personality Disorder are similar phenomena are
also linear.

We were aware of the third dimension, as our tactile, everyday
existence demonstrated that two dimensions failed to explain the evi-
dence of our other senses, or the experiences of the world. Now we
are at the point of realizing that the notion of a three-dimensional
universe fails to give us insight into the realm of phenomena such
as thinking itself, the world of the mind, and the world of particles
of matter too small to observe directly. In other words, we finally
understand that the cosmos is composed of that which is beyond our
abilities to observe physically and directly. Truth can no longer be
determined by our sensory perception of the world alone. In short,
there may be a reality we can never know.

Chaos Theory would dictate we accept the notion that all states
of consciousness, all alternates, part-persons, and ego states, could
exist simultaneously as well as sequentially. In a lively and engaging
fashion, Allan Combs and Mark Holland (1990) reviewed the shift
brought about in the early 20th century in physics by the mounting
number of questions the old mechanistic world of Newton failed to
explain. Albert Einstein’s general theory of relativity liberated think-
ing and Werner Heisenberg’s quantum theory began to restructure
it. The “new physics” leans strongly on the notion of wholeness:

The cosmos is of-a-piece, not empty, but filled with itself, much as
a painting is filled with itself. There are foreground and background
regions, but the canvas is continuous . . . the universe as a con-
tinuous, unbroken fabric. (Combs and Holland, 1990, p. xxiii)

Motion and action are also, as is everything, dynamic, continuous,
and unbroken; it is the holomovement. We begin to understand what
physicists were talking about with the advent of the hologram—but
just. We are now familiar with the notion that every part contains
the whole; that is, each contains all the information of the whole.
David Bohm, the physicist who has done the most retrofitting of his
theories of chaos and the “new physics” to psychology to produce a
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unified theory of mind and matter, used the term active information
in its literal sense, “to put in form,” to describe the manner in which
form and shape are given to movement (Bohm, 1990).

We are unaware of the vast spectrum of possible realities by, as
Bruce Greyson (1985) pointed out, the nature of our corporeal limita-
tion and our science. There may be parallel realities in cosmic chaos,
but we cannot, while alive, range the universe. Perhaps those who are
dying, that is, between the states of living and not living, catch a
glimpse of chaos, of parallel realities that might abound in the vicinity
of life. We cannot know if life continues after death until we make the
direct observation. The sweet attraction of death caused by an NDE

does change one’s attitude toward it. Greyson (1989) remarked that
the aftereffects, the altered attitudes, traits, and lifestyles caused by

the NDE show it as a phenomenon distinct from other altered states

and from other forms of dissociation. Finally, the legacy of such an
experience is the insatiable need to know—everything!
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Near-Death Prophecies of Disaster
and the New Age: Are They True?

Alfred S. Alschuler, Ph.D., D.H.L., H.D.P.
Appalachian State University

ABSTRACT: Planetary visions of many near-death-experiences predicted a
rise in disasters culminating in economic breakdown and the possibility of
nuclear war in 1987-88, though the apocalypse could be postponed if human
beings increased their love for God, each other, and the earth (the New Age
Effect). I examined long-range data and found trend reversals in 1987-88:
increases in religiosity, service, and United Nations peacekeeping efforts, and
decreases in chlorofluorocarbon production, nuclear warhead stockpiles, arms
exports, and interest in economic well-being. Long-range trend data also
show rises in the number of weather disasters, fires, and accidents peaking
in 1987-88 and then declining. The correlation of these diverse, predicted

trends supports the hypothesized New Age Effect. Further research is sug-
gested for testing the New Age Effect.

At the borderland between life and death, when consciousness
seems to escape the body, it may also seem to transcend earthly laws
and enter another world. Most people who have near-death experi-
ences (NDEs) believe this; those who experience a planetary vision
(PV) during their NDE are convinced they received knowledge of our
global future (Audette, 1981; Grey, 1985; Ring, 1982, 1984, 1988).
PVs often portrayed an apocalypse beginning in the early 1980s with
an increasing number of earthquakes, volcanos, land mass changes,
a pole shift, extreme weather conditions, and food shortages culmi-
nating around 1988 with famine, social disorder, economic collapse,
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and the possibility of a nuclear war. These horrendous events were
viewed as a necessary educational transition to the New Age.
Although the ultimate outcome is inevitable, according to these

PVs, the timing and events of the transition are not. One NDEr re-
ported that:

During my experience I . . . was made to understand that nothing
is absolutely fixed and that everything depends on how we choose
to use our own free will, that even those events that are already
predestined can be changed or modified by a change in our own
way of relating to them. (Grey, 1985, p. 123)

Another NDEr said, “Unless people learn to get along and care about
each other and care about other life on this planet, there will be no
planet” (Ring, 1984, p. 206).

This is more than a warning against war and wasting our natural
resources. PVs teach that there is a causal link between a collective
loving consciousness and disasters that works both ways. First, dis-
asters are a natural consequence of violating universal laws:

I was informed that mankind was breaking the laws of the universe,
and as a result of this would suffer. ... Mankind, I was told, was
being consumed by the cancers of arrogance, materialism, racism,
chauvinism and separatist thinking. (Ring, 1984, p. 198)

Second, obeying the universal laws by changing our collective at-
titudes and actions will reduce disasters and postpone the apoca-

lypse:

It [was] given to me that in 1988, the world will be destroyed by
earthquakes and volcanic eruptions, but if people will turn to God

and honor Him, some of these things will be put off. (Ring, 1984,
p. 206

Another NDEr reported that 1988 would “be the year everything
would be wiped away if we didn’t change” (Ring, 1984, p. 205).

I will refer to this hypothesized causal connection as the New
Age Effect, since either disasters will educate us to be more loving,
or being more loving will reduce disasters. Both are routes to the
New Age of peace, universal love, and wise stewardship of the
earth.

By 1988 the earth had not changed its axis, California and Florida
were still part of the mainland, nuclear war had not happened, and
worldwide economic collapse and social chaos had not occurred. Is
there any evidence that human beings used their free will around
1987-88 to turn toward God and care more for each other and the
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planet? Is there any support for the New Age Effect? To answer these
questions, I examined published long-range trend data for significant
changes in planetary conditions around 1987-88.

Method

Long-term trend data on United States religiosity were taken from
the Gallup Organization. They have asked a variety of questions to
a stratified random sample of United States citizens since the 1950s
(Gallup Poll News Service, 1994). Not every question, however, was
asked every year; thus, trends are not available on the full array of
questions they asked.

Trend data on caring for others were obtained from the University
of California, Los Angeles’s Cooperative Institutional Research Pro-
gram (CIRP), which has conducted yearly national surveys of college
freshmen for 25 years (Astin, Korn, and Riggs, 1993; Dey, Astin,
Korn, and Riggs, 1992). While the attitudes of college students are
not direct indicators of current national attitudes, they are plausible
predictors of future adult values.

The Worldwatch Institute provides yearly data on nine aspects of
the planet’s health (Brown, 1994; Brown, et al., 1994). Their data
are obtained from a variety of sources.

The United States Office of Foreign Disaster Assistance (OFDA)
has been the definitive source of data on worldwide disasters since

1964, their inaugural year. OFDA defines disasters as follows (per-
sonal communication, 1994):

Earthquakes and volcanos are included if the number of people
killed 1s at least six, or the total number killed and injured is 25

or more, or at least 1,000 people are affected, or damage is one
million dollars or more .

Weather disasters (floods, storms, typhoons, landslides, heat and
cold waves, etc.) are included if the number of people killed and

injured totals at least 50, or 1,000 or more are homeless or affected,
ore damage i1s at least one million dollars . . .

Accidents (fires, plane crashes, train wrecks, the Chernobyl nuclear
accident, the Bhopal chemical leak, etc.) are included if the number

killed or injured is at least 100, or damage is estimated at one mil-
lion dollars or more.
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Several limitations in OFDA data should be considered when in-
terpreting these trends. First, the numbers killed and affected are
approximate. Therefore I included in this study only the number of
disasters and not yearly sums of killed and affected individuals.

Second, over time several extraneous factors have increased the
number of disasters included in the OFDA census. The dollar amount
of damage is a function of inflation. Since the cost of disasters has
increased, more disasters qualify now than did 30 years ago. There
is greater population density in some marginal and high risk areas.
Improved record keeping also may account for some increases. These
factors not only contribute to increases over time, but also tend to
make decreases less steep.

Third, the numbers of reported droughts and food shortages do not
come from reliable sources. They reflect political and financial inter-
ests of countries requesting American aid, rather than the actual
numbers affected, and may be massively over- or underestimated.
For example, Emperor Haile Selassie denied the existence of a fam-
ine in Ethiopia, but his successor, Mengistu Haile Mariam, overes-
timated the numbers so that donated foodstuffs could feed his army
and be converted into cash to support his war against Eritrea, Tigray,
and the Wollo. Food shortages and related phenomena such as civil
strife, population displacement, refugee flows, and droughts are in-
terrelated, multiyear, and multicountry events. OFDA has not been
consistent in reporting these either as one event or as multiple
events, nor in the number of years the events are reported.

A fourth limitation is that OFDA has data only on countries outside
the United States. The Federal Emergency Management Agency
(FEMA) keeps data on American emergencies and disasters. FEMA
deliberately does not define emergencies or disasters. Assistance is
determined in each case based on severity, availability of federal
funds, and political factors. FEMA does not report the number of
disaster and emergency requests it has turned down, nor will FEMA
officials comment on whether the definitions of disasters have
changed over time (United States Federal Emergency Management
Agency, personal communication, 1994). For these reasons the FEMA
data are too confounded to provide meaningful trends. Thus, I in-
cluded in this study disaster data from all countries except the
United States.

To see the disaster trends more clearly, I have combined yearly

data into graphs that show rolling three year totals: that is, the total
for 1964-66, then the total for 1966-67, and so on.
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Figure 1. Trends in U. S. religiosity. From Gallup Poll News
Service. (1994). Religious Trends. Princeton, NJ: Gallup

Organization, pp. 1-5. Copyright 1994 by the Gallup Poll
Organization. Adapted with permission.

Results

Did People Turn Toward God Around 1987-88¢

Four of the Gallup Organization’s questions about American religi-
osity were sufficiently germane and frequently asked to report in Fig-
ure 1. This graph shows the percentage of respondents who agreed
with the following statements: A = “Religion is very important in my
life”; B = “Religion can answer all or more of today’s problems”;, C =
“ am a member of a church or synagogues”, and D = “I went to
church or synagogue within the last seven days.”

With the exception of church or synagogue attendance, which re-
mained stable within a 3 percent range for 15 years, the other three
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Figure 2. Changing freshman interest in business and
health-related majors. From Cooperative Institutional Research
Program. (1994). The American Freshman: National Norms For
Fall 1993. Los Angeles, CA: UCLA Higher Education Research

Institute, p. 2. Copyright by the CIRP of the Higher Education
Research institute, UCLA Graduate School of Education. Used with
permission of CIRP.

indices of religiosity hit a low in 1987 or 1988 and began to rise, as
predicted. Given the stratified random sample of the American popu-

lation, an increase of 6 percent represents up to 16 million American
citizens.

Did People Begin Caring More for Each Other in 1987-88¢

CIRP surveys show trends in freshmen “caring” and can be seen
as predictions of future mature adult trends (Astin, Korn, and Riggs,
1993; Dey, Astin, Korn, and Riggs, 1992). Again, as seen in Figures
2, 3, and 4, 1987 was a turning point. Figure 2 shows that college
students majoring in business began to decline, while health-related
majors began to rise. Figure 3 shows a shift in freshmen’s life goals:
numbers of those seeking to “be well off financially” began to decline,
while those seeking to “develop a meaningful philosophy of life” be-
gan to rise. Figure 4 shows that freshmen’s “commitment to promot-
ing racial understanding as a life goal” began to rise after 1987.
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Figure 3. Freshman life goals. From Cooperative Institutional
Research Program. (1993). The American Freshman: National
Norms For Fall 1992. Los Angeles, CA: UCLA Higher Education
Research Institute, p. 2. Copyright by the CIRP of the Higher
Education Research Institute, UNCL Graduate School of
Education. Used with permission of CIRP.
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Figure 4. Commitment to promoting racial understanding
as a life goal. From Cooperative Institutional Research
Program. (1993). The American Freshman: National Norms
For Fall 1992. Los Angeles, CA: UCLA Higher Education
Research Institute, UCLA Graduate School of Education.
Used with permission of CIRP.
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Figure 5. World production of chlorofluorocarbons, 1950-93. From Brown,
L. R. (1994). Vital Signs: The Trends That Are Shaping Our Future. New

York, NY: Norton, p. 65. Copyright 1994 by the Worldwatch Institute.
Reprinted with permission.

Did People Begin to Take Better Care of the Planet Around
1987-88°

Data on the care of the earth are published each year by the World-
watch Institute (Brown, 1994). Two of the most closely watched signs
are the world production of chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs), and the
number of nuclear warheads, since both pose apocalyptic threats to
the world. Four related trends are presented in graphs 5, 6, 7, and 8.

As seen in Figure 5, world CFC production peaked in 1987 and
then dropped rapidly, beginning in 1988. Figure 6 shows that the
number of worldwide nuclear warheads peaked in 1986 at 69,480,
and began dropping in 1987. By 1994 the total had decreased by 28
percent. Figure 7 shows that the export of conventional weapons
peaked in 1984 and again in 1987, while a drop of 63 percent began
in 1988. As seen in Figure 8, there was a rapid rise in the number
of United National peacekeeping missions starting in 1988. These
reflect significant formal international agreements and unprece-
dented collective action for peace beginning in the predicted years.

These clear breaks in long-range trends are in marked contrast to
all but three of the remaining 35 vital signs—indicators such as
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Figure 6. Global nuclear arsenal, 1945-93. From Norris, R. S., and
Arkin, W. M. (1993, December). Estimated nuclear stockpiles 1945-93.
Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists. Copyright 1993 by the Bulletin of the
Atomic Scientists. Reprinted with permission.
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Figure 7. Exports of conventional weapons. From Brown, L. R. (1994).
Vital Signs: The Trends That Are Shaping Our Future. New York, NY:
Norton, p. 111. Copyright 1994 by the Worldwatch Institute. Reprinted

with permission.
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Figure 8. Number of peacekeeping missions per year,
1947-93. From Brown, L. R. (1994). Vital Signs: The
Trends That Are Shaping QOur Future. New York, NY:

Norton, p. 113. Copyright 1994 by the Worldwatch
Institute. Reprinted with permission.

world production of gain, corn, soybeans, meat, and fish catch; irri-
gation; production of oil and wind energy; global average tempera-
ture; atmospheric concentrations of carbon dioxide; gross world
product; external debt of developing countries; world production of
paper, roundwood, gold, bicycles, cars, pesticides, and cigarettes;
population growth; and cases of HIV/AIDS. All of these vital signs
continued their 30- and 40-year trends within an expected range of
up and down fluctuations. The three remaining vital signs that
showed a break in 40-year trends were world carryover grain stocks,
which peaked in 1987; world fertilizer use, which peaked in 1989;
and coal use, which peaked in 1988-89.

Thus several significant changes occurred in 1987-88 indicating a
turn toward God, increased altruism (in the United States), and vig-
orous new efforts to wage peace and to stop the depletion of the
ozone layer. The confluence of these trends shows predicted changes

at the predicted critical years. NDErs also predicted that these
changes would reduce disasters.

Is There Evidence for the New Age Effect?

The trend data on international disasers are presented in the next
four graphs. Figure 9 shows a steep rise in the worldwide number
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Figure 9. Worldwide trends in earthquakes and volcanos,
1966-93 (rolling three-year totals). Source: U.S. Office of
Foreign Disaster Assistance.

of earthquakes and volcanos beginning in 1975. A peak occurred in
1978, 10 years before the predicted critical year, and then drifted
lower for 11 years before another rise began in 1990. From a larger
perspective, it appears that there has been a steady rise in the
number of earthquakes and volcanos, within a fairly constant range

in yearly variations. Thus the data on earthquakes and volcanos do
not support the New Age Effect.
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Figure 10. Worldwide trends in killer weather, 1966-93

(rolling three-year totals). Source: U.S. Office of Foreign
Disaster Assistance.

As shown in Figure 10, international killer weather dramatically
increased beginning in 1977 and peaked in 1988, the year predicted
in PVs. These data tend to support the New Age Effect.

Two additional kinds of disaster were not mentioned by either Ken-
neth Ring (1982, 1985, 1988) or Margot Grey (1985): fires and acci-
dents. These disasters may not have been seen in the PVs, or may
not have been mentioned to Ring and Grey. Figure 11 shows that
disastrous inernational fires began to rise in 1976 and started to
decline in 1987. These data also support the New Age Effect. Figure
12 shows that the rise in international accidents peaked in the pre-
dicted year and then began to decline. The form of the trend and
the predicted peak year support the PV predictions.
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Figure 11. Worldwide trends in disastrous fires, 1966-93

(rolling three-year totals). Source: U.S. Office of Foreign
Disaster Assistance.

Discussion

Theoretically, trends can take many shapes: flat, random, saw-
toothed, rising, falling, bimodal, and so on. It seems uncanny that 15
of the 17 trends examined above took the predicted form. Of all the

possible years to hit highs or lows, it is doubly uncanny that these
peaks occurred when predicted, and that disasters were correlated

with trends in caring, as predicted. While 1 found data supporting
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Figure 12. Worldwide trends in disastrous accidents,
1966-93 (rolling three-year totals). Source: U.S. Office of

Foreign Diaster Assistance.

the hypothesized New Age Effect in every area where I looked, several
critiques and alternative hypotheses should be examined.

Weakness of the Data

Most of the PV predictions were false: there was no pole shift,
massive geological change, socioeconomic chaos, or nuclear war. The




ALFRED S. ALSCHULER

observed peaks in fires and accidents were not predicted. There are
no reliable data on United States disaster trends, which PVs did pre-
dict, and no data on global changes in religiosity or caring for others.

At most, what remains is a chauvinistic view that American con-
sciousness controls the fate of the world.

But while the apocalyptic predictions did not come to pass, the
New Age Effect was predicted to modify the disastrous outcomes.
Trends in three measures of caring and worldwide disasters broke
in the critical period of 1987-88. The inclusion of unpredicted areas
(accidents and fires) strengthens the hypothesis by showing that the
New Age Effect generalized to other areas not mentioned in PVs.

On the other hand, partial disconfirmations are not sufficient to
justify discarding the majority of supporting data. Science builds on
imperfect, probabilistic data to create progressively more adequate
theories that allow increasingly accurate descriptions, predictions,
and control.

On the other hand, just as reality 1s more complex than our theo-
ries, the evolution of the planet is more complicated than portrayed
in the PVs. PVs may be seen as allegories to teach a moral lesson,
the McGuffy Readers of visionaries. The plot is simplified and exag-
gerated to clarify the message. Events are created to dramatize basic
truths and to inspire readers to change.

One of the truths in the PVs appears to be the hypothesis that
the quality of our consciousness and actions is causally linked to the
rate of worldwide disasters. In spite of imperfect data and PVs that
are somewhat veiled, there are strong negative correlations between

measures of religiosity, caring for others and the planet, and several
types of disasters.

Coincidence or Magical Thinking

Calling these correlations “coincidence” assumes there is no expla-
nation to be found, thus effectively stopping theorizing and research.
That is a decidedly anti-intellectual position. Calling these correla-
tions “magical” comes from an overly simplistic notion of causality
as a single line of links in a chain. Modern field theories open several
alternative explanations. The probability of so many “coincidences”

is extremely remote. It is easier to believe the New Age Effect than
to believe in coincidence.
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“Super ESP”

Changing the name of this phenomenon from PVs to “super ESP”
does not advance understanding, prediction, or control. “Super ESP”
implies transcendence of time, space, causality, and the limits of our
senses, just as PVs do. Both explanations challenge current scientific

paradigms, and both raise the possibility of the survival of conscious-
ness beyond physical death.

Unconscious Projection of Existing Trends into the Future

The rise in worldwide killer weather began before 1980. NDErs,
who must have been aware of this, may simply have extended the
trend in the form of a lucid, archetypical dream.

If NDErs were aware of planetary trends, however, why were they
wrong in their predictions about increased earthquakes and volcanos,
and why were they not aware of the increase in accidents and fires?
The “unconscious awareness” hypothesis does not explain predictions

of the critical years for a turning point, nor the predicted correlations
between disaster and religiosity trends.

Disasters Naturally Teach Humility, Interdependence, and
Religiosity

The trend data showed that measures of caring increased after
increases in killer weather, fires, and accidents. It is true that al-
truism and heroism, not looting and rioting, are the dominant reac-
tons to disasters. Government responses to disasters inevitably are
delayed. In the interim, local resources are donated to relieve suf-
fering and save lives. Private voluntary organizations often provide
more and faster aid than do governments.

These typical consequences change attitudes and relationships
away from selfish interests and toward the welfare of others, away
from the boundaries of caste and class and toward cooperation for
mutual benefit, away from faith in national politics and toward local
cooperation and international interdependence. The causal relation-
ship between disasters and caring is understandable without resort-
ing to mysterious effects (Cornell, 1982; Raphael, 1986).
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This natural response to disasters could explain these correlations
if caring rose with increasing disasters. It did not; caring continued
to rise as disasters decreased. Nor can this hypothesis explain how
NDErs who had PVs selected the critical years for trends to break.

The So-called New Age Effect Is Not New

In fact, the New Age Effect is ancient and continuous. In the Torah,
disasters were a punishment for turning away from God (for exam-
ple, the Flood and the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah) and an
inducement to do the right thing (for example, the 10 disasters sent
to change Pharaoh’s decision and free the Jews). Warnings of “repent
or suffer” were made by Amos, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Malachi, Micah,
and Saul. John’s revelation predicted a New Age after painful lessons
were to be learned from Armageddon, the apocalypse, and a false
prophet. This archetypical prophesy has been repeated by founders
of religions, Nostradamus, Edgar Cayce, and recent channelers, often
focused on the year 2,000 (Noorbergen, 1984).

The term New Age Effect was not meant to denote the trendy,
recent “New Age” music, books, and workships. It denotes the ancient
claim that levels of collective consciousness are causally related to
disaster rates, that godlessness, greed, and sins against the planet
cause catastrophes, and that turning to God, waging peace, and pro-
moting altruism will usher in the New Age. The ancient idea of the
New Age Effect challenges modern paradigms. For serious scientists,
prophesies are the frozen yogurt of futurism.

Conclusion

Do the remarkable correlations of predicted peaks and troughs in
trend data prove that consciousness survives death and enters a
realm where cosmic history and the future can be known? Do they
prove the apocalypse inevitable, as portrayed in the PVs, and only
delayed? Can the apocalypse be avoided by greater godliness, gener-
osity, and stweardship of the earth? Does love ultimately rule the
world? These questions urge further tests of the New Age Effect.

Such tests are possible. First, global data on other predictors can
be gathered, for example, changes in international foreign aid, relig-
ious fundamentalism, and destruction of old forests. Second, it is pos-
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sible to study the New Age Effect at the national, state, and even
college campus level. Carefully controlled studies have shown that
Sidhi meditation by as few as one hundredth of one percent of the
population of a city or nation is related to reduced crime rates, motor
vehicle fatality rates, homicide and suicide rates, fetal mortality
rates, hospital admission rates, and fires. The meditation period was
compared with the same length of time before and after, with rates
during comparable dates in previous years, and with other cities and
states (Dillbeck, Banus, Polanzi, and Landrith, 1988; Dillbeck,
Cavanaugh, Glenn, Orme-Johnson, and Mittlefield, 1987; Dillbeck,
Landrith, and Orme-Johnson, 1981; Orme-Johnson, Gelderloos, and

Dillbeck, 1988). Local predictors might include religiosity, altruism,
and environmental protection policies.

At present there are sufficient data supporting the New Age Effect
to take it seriously, and there is room for doubt. Neither scientific
predictions or mystic prophesies ever are 100 percent accurate. Thus,
even after further research, we will remain where we have been, on
our own to choose a response to each new prediction, and through
our responses, inescapably, to create the future.
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ABSTRACT: An Italian translation of Greyson’s (1983a) NDE Scale was ad-
ministered to 125 individuals who had been resuscitated at a hospital in
Italy. By NDE Scale criteria 37.5 percent of those who returned the ques-
tionnaire had authentic NDEs. These data suggest some limitations to
Greyson’s NDE Scale and recommendations for future research.

The purpose of this article is to verify the frequency of near-death
experiences (NDEs) among those who come close to death, using
what is proposed to be the most appropriate scale, and to show the
correlations of the contents of NDEs among those who report under-

going such phenomena. An NDE may be best defined as the experi-
ence of those

people who have been seriously injured or ill but unexpectedly re-
covered and by people who had anticipated imminent death in po-

tentially fatal situations but escaped uninjured. (Greyson and
Stevenson, 1980, p. 1193)
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In order to understand what the NDE implies, we should take into
consideration that the research indicates that NDEs “include strong
positive affect, dissociation from the physical body, and transcenden-
tal or mystical elements” (Greyson, 1983a, p. 369), more specifically

a conviction that one did indeed die; an impression of being outside
the physical body; an impression of passing through a dark, enclosed
space;, apparent extrasensory phenomena; apparent encounters with
persons not physically present; an impression of entering some un-
earthly realm of existence; and a review of past events, or “pano-
ramic memory.” (Greyson, 1983b, p. 376)

The Study

The objectives of the study were to draw attention to the percent-
age of subjects who recall a near-death experience, to present the
contents of NDEs in the cases under study, and to check the reli-
ability of a particular method of studying NDEs. The contents of
NDEs were assessed by the NDE Scale developed by Bruce Greyson
(1980a). This scale is considered the most reliable method of studying
NDEs to date, given the various changes which resulted from the
scientific tests carried out to validate the method.

Subjects

Each of the 125 proposed subjects in this study had one or more
experiences of recovery in a resuscitation department. The circum-
stances of their coming close to death were varied, including cardiac
arrest, cerebral hemorrhage and other strokes, head trauma, various
forms of poisoning, anaphyllactic shock, postoperative complications,
eclampsia, tetanus, serious respiratory insufficiency, and comas of
varous etiologies.

Of the 125 proposed subjects, 71 were male (56.8 percent) and 54

were female (43.2 percent); they were of a mixture of ages and social
backgrounds.

Procedure

This study was conducted from May, 1989, to February, 1990, in
the resuscitation department of the Hospital U.S.S.1. (Unita Sani-
taria Locale) 61 in Savigliano (CU), Italy. It was the object of a degree
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thesis by Enrica Zampieri at the University of Padua, under the su-
pervision of Carlo Semenza and Aureliano Pacciolla.

Questionnaires were mailed to subjects with a prepaid return en-
velope. The questionnaire included an open-ended question inquiring
about the nature of the experience, as well as Greyson’s (1983a) NDE
Scale, an instrument that has been shown to have high internal con-
sistency, split-half reliability, test-retest reliability, high correlation
with Kenneth Ring’s (1980) Weighted Core Experience Index (WCEI),
and a capacity to differentiate between authentic NDEs and organic
mental syndromes or nonspecific stress reactons. The NDE Scale is
made up of 16 questions with 3 possible responses each; a response
definitively indicating the presence of an NDE element is awarded
2 points, an ambiguous response indicating the possible presence of
an NDE element is awarded 1 point, and a negative response indi-
cating the absence of that NDE element is awarded 0 points. Subjects
who score a total of 7 or more points out of a possible 32 are con-
sidered to have had an authentic NDE.

The NDE Scale is divided into four sections to bring out the four
essential components of NDE: the cognitive component, which high-
lights an accelerated perception of time and of one’s own thoughts,
the remembering of one’s past (with a panoramic view of one’s life),
and an understanding of one’s self and of the world; the affective
component, which focuses on the sensations of peace, harmony, joy,
and light, sensations that are often described as extremely pleasant;
the paranormal component, which deals with the sensation of being
separate from one’s own body, and with the capacity to foresee the
future and to experience events happening in other places; and the
transcendental component, which has to do with the sensation of hav-
ing met other persons or “beings” in places other than the usual ones,
and with the ways in which subjects “return to life.”

Results

Of the 125 subjects to whom questionnaires were sent, 64 (51.2

percent) completed the questionnaire. Of the 61 potential subjects
who did not return the questionnaire, 32 had died.

The average age of the 64 respondents was 44.4 years. Of those

64 respondents, 38 were male (59.4 percent) and 26 were female (40.6
percent). All of them declared themselves to be Roman Catholic (as

do 95 percent of the population of Italy). Respondents described
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Table 1
Percent of Definitive, Ambiguous, and Negative
Responses to Cognitive and Transcendental
Component Questions

Cognitive Transcendental
Component Component

Definitive response 11% 23%
(indicating NDE element)

Ambiguous response 28% 33%
(indicating possible NDE element)

Negative response 61% 44%
(indicating no NDE element)

NDEs that had occurred over a period from 3 months to 10 years
previous to the questionnaire. There were no significant statistical
correlations between the sex of the persons studied and the medical
circumstances of the close brush with death, and NDEs.
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