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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) 
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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 bet ter  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 t ime 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 putt ing NDErs on a pedestal, it may 
be that  the examination and consideration of the way many of them 
at tempt 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 at t i tude 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  ul t imate 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  R e v i e w  

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 
(IANDS). These initial sources led me to contact the regional coordina- 
tors of Friends of IANDS 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 Universi ty 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 tha t  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 
par t  of the interview, theme by theme. I then broke down general 
themes into extensive subthemes, in an at tempt 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 tha t  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 tha t  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 tha t  NDErs have are often affected to one degree 
or another by the experience. Indeed, the NDErs interviewed in this 
study all reported finding tha t  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 tha t  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 tha t  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 morn, 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 Morn 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  r e l a t i onsh ip  w i th  he r  f a t h e r  h a s  a p p a r e n t l y  n e v e r  been  one 
w i th  open communica t ion .  Therefore ,  i t  m a y  be u n d e r s t a n d a b l e  t h a t  
the  N D E  would  not  necessa r i ly  m a k e  i t  eas ie r  for he r  to t a l k  w i th  h im,  
b u t  Sue did express  t h a t  she  now h a d  a g r e a t e r  wi l l ingness  to commu-  
nica te .  As she expla ined ,  Sue h a s  not  found m u c h  accep tance  of he r  
discuss ion of he r  N D E  wi th  he r  mo the r ,  e i ther .  I t  is also a p p a r e n t  t h a t  
even  f ami ly  m e m b e r s  f a m i l i a r  wi th  N D E s  m a y  not  be en thus i a s t i c a l l y  
accep t ing  or suppo r t i ng  of an  N D E r ' s  d iscuss ion of the  exper ience .  

C a t h y  discussed he r  p rob l em s  in t r y i n g  to t a l k  w i t h  he r  f ami ly  abou t  
he r  N D E  and  the  m e a n i n g  i t  h a s  to her .  Whi le  t hey  do acknowledge  a 
change  in he r  cha rac t e r ,  t h e y  are  not  e age r  to t a l k  abou t  or accept  the  
N D E  as  the  bas i s  for he r  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n .  I a sked  C a t h y  if  d iscuss ing  
he r  N D E  wi th  he r  f am i l y  h a s  a t  t imes  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 l i fe -  
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 . . . .  I f  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 u p - t h e  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-rea l ly !  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 inabili ty to accept her  
NDE, and whether  or not it has actually materialized as a problem in 
their  relationship. It seems tha t  al though this is at  t imes f rus t ra t ing 
for her, she may just  look at this topic as something tha t  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 i t . . .  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 tha t  while Cathy's family doesn't openly accept her 
having had an NDE, they do acknowledge a change in her  character,  a 
change tha t  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 t imes find tha t  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 tha t  
they felt tha t  they really couldn't discuss thei r  NDEs with their  fami- 
lies, because it simply would have been more upsett ing to them than  
anything else. Jenny  said tha t  her family really does not know much 
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about  her  exper ience ,  because  re l ig ion is not  a ve ry  comfor table  topic 
of conversa t ion  wi th  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, '~r 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, o r - I  mean there would be some overtone of 
Catholicism and that. I just really don't want to deal w i th -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  J enny ' s  case, it  seems t h a t  the  re la t ionships  in he r  family,  espe- 
cial ly in t e r ms  of open discussion, were  a l ready  somewha t  s t ra ined  
because  of re l ig ious  differences,  so i t  is obvious why  she would choose 
to jus t  not  t a lk  about  her  NDE.  T h a t  could s imply  m a k e  th ings  more  
difficult.  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  she feels t h a t  the  reac t ion  to he r  exper ience  
would be one of skept ic ism or even  host i l i ty .  This  too, would only serve 
to m a k e  m a t t e r s  more  uncomfor table .  

P a t  expressed  s imi la r  r ese rva t ions  about  discussing he r  exper ience  
wi th  the  fami ly  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  J enny ,  P a t  obviously re f ra ins  f rom sha r ing  he r  NDE wi th  these  
m e mbe r s  of he r  fami ly  because  of the  diff icul ty it  would crea te  for 
them.  She also expla ined  t h a t  she doesn ' t  avoid discussing i t  because  
she is worr ied  for herself ,  bu t  it  is imaginab le  t h a t  some N D E r s  could 
feel p re s su red  to not  sha re  t he i r  exper ience  for t h a t  ve ry  reason.  Some 
migh t  feel  t h a t  a fami ly  t h a t  would be upset ,  and even  worr ied  about  
~evil forces," would be too much  to deal  with,  despi te  w a n t i n g  or 
need ing  someone to t a lk  with.  This  could ce r t a in ly  be t roub lesome for 
one who is feel ing confused or unce r t a in  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 
tha t  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 tha t  their families are interested and 
supportive of the experience. Although Pat did not feel she could talk 
about her experience with the family tha t  she grew up with, she found 
tha t  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 tha t  he 
has known her has been after her experience. This might therefore 
have lessened the need for any adjustment tha t  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 tha t  
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 famil iar i ty  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 potential ly be, the other  members could easily 
feel confused or uncomfortable. For this reason, it is likely tha t  the 
unders tanding and acceptance tha t  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 tha t  NDErs may have strong love and concern for their  
family, and tha t  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 tha t  NDErs often undergo. It therefore seems tha t  an a t tempt  at  
mutual  unders tanding of everyone in a family system can help make 
any necessary adjustments easier for everyone. 

Relationships with Spouses 

The relat ionship with a spouse is decidedly a significant par t  of an 
NDEr's  l ink 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 tha t  can 
be resolved with patience, understanding, and adjustment. Others may 
find tha t  an NDE makes a marriage impossible to continue. Regard- 
less of which is the case, most married NDErs are in agreement tha t  
their  relationship with a spouse is substantially influenced by the 
NDE. 

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

Pat's marriage to her first husband ended several years after her 
NDE. She mentioned tha t  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 tha t  things could be 
worked out. Although this relationship did end in a dissolution tha t  
was seemingly not resul tant  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 tha t  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 bad ly-and  there were knives right near m e - a n d  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- f rom the physical violence. [Before my experience though], I 
probably would have defended myse l f . . . .  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  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  and  love t h a t  P a t  showed for her  fo rmer  h u sb an d  
is no th ing  shor t  of r emarkab le .  Not  only was she to l e ran t  of his inflic- 
t ion  of m e n t a l  and  physica l  abuse  on both  the i r  ch i ldren  and  herself ,  
she also m a i n t a i n e d  a genu ine  concern for his welfare.  She recognized 
t h a t  she could have  t a k e n  severa l  courses of action,  bu t  con t inued  to 
t r y  to deal  wi th  the  s i tua t ion  un t i l  the  dissolut ion of t he i r  mar r i age .  
Sti l l  to th is  day, she does not  use the  word ~'hate" wi th  r ega rd  to he r  
feel ings for him.  Pa t  exp la ined  t h a t  she a t t r i bu te s  he r  to le rance  and  
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  for th is  m a n  to he r  NDE.  She descr ibed the  love t h a t  
she feels for people, inc luding him,  in a way  s imi la r  to wha t  severa l  
o ther  N D E r s  said about  someone who has  been  hu r t fu l  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  m e . . .  [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  fee l ing  th is  sor t  of love for people, because  of her  exper ience,  P a t  
found he r se l f  to be unab le  to h u r t  her  fo rmer  h u s b a n d  in ten t iona l ly ,  
and  was ins tead  e x t r e m e l y  compass ionate  and  under s t and ing .  I t  m a y  
not  be t h a t  all NDErs  feel such u n d e r s t a n d i n g  to th is  l imit ,  bu t  P a t  is 
by  no me a ns  alone among  N D E r s  in the  s t r eng th  of he r  convictions.  
This  sor t  of behav io r  m a y  be incomprehens ib le  to those  who do not  
eas i ly  u n d e r s t a n d  the  uncondi t iona l  love t h a t  N D E r s  describe. Some 
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people may feel tha t  NDErs are simply n~iive, in the sense tha t  Atwa- 
ter  (1988) mentioned, with their  acceptance of others. Indeed, this may 
be how some view the at t i tudes 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 marr iage has apparent ly 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 tha t  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 a p p e a r e d . . ,  and kept coming back." Since then, 
she feels tha t  this marr iage has been very successful, remarking tha t  
her husband is very accepting and understanding of her, commenting 
that  '~In every aspect of my life, this person that  I marr ied has more 
than  fulfilled every need, so it worked out very well." As previously 
mentioned, the fact tha t  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 tha t  a family might  normally undergo 
when one member has this suddenly life-changing experience. 

Pat  admitted tha t  as with any marriage,  there  are t imes 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, a n d . . ,  go back to the area that I was in 
when I had the NDE. Now I can't go back as far as I d id . . ,  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 tha t  she felt tha t  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 tha t  there  
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has been one specific mat ter  tha t  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 ff 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 tha t  they feel are important.  Indeed, both Ring and 
Flynn commented on such matters, saying tha t  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 tha t  her first marriage could not con- 
t inue after her NDE. Dorothy however, is more apt to attr ibute her 
divorce to the NDE and her resul tant  change in character. She feels 
tha t  the transformation after her experience was too drastic for her 
former husband to cope with. She explained tha t  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 tha t  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 tha t  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 hur t  others, they might 
feel so strongly about the very matters  tha t  their  spouses have diffi- 
culty with, tha t  they may have to end the relationship. In Dorothy's 
case, the relationship became so difficult for her husband tha t  they 
eventually were divorced. 

Although Dorothy is now happily remarried, she remarked tha t  
there are still occasional difficulties. Saying tha t  "It can be hard for 
people to get around materialistic values," she explained tha t  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  tha t  an NDEr 
such as Dorothy exhibits for so many others might be troublesome for a 
spouse who is not used to tha t  sort of behavior. She feels tha t  it is 
simply hard for her husband to accept her always helping others. I 
asked her how she decides what  to do, knowing tha t  her husband 
might be either angry or hur t  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 d o . . .  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 t ry 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 tha t  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 tha t  she has known some NDErs who seemingly 
have wanted their experience to be meaningful for their spouses, 
saying tha t  they ~may feel it is [their] place to help in the spouse's 
transformation, not understanding tha t  each person's transforma- 
t i o n . . ,  comes to them on their own." 
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It is also notable tha t  Dorothy commented that  the problems tha t  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 tr ied 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 car ing. . ,  and [ifI] 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 si tuation can be hard for both par tners  in a relation- 
ship to deal with effectively. They may both feel very strongly about 
thei r  positions. NDErs may feel tha t  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 tha t  the person they 
marr ied has drastically changed, or is no longer as devoted or loving a 
partner ,  as he or she was before. It is foreseeable tha t  with some 
people, feelings of jealousy or abandonment  could certainly arise. 

Atwater  (1988) mentioned in her  research tha t  NDErs and their  
families may at t imes not have the same perception of their  relation- 
ship. She described NDErs who felt they were so much more loving 
than  before, yet  thei r  families did not perceive the kind of love tha t  the 
NDErs felt they were giving. Atwater  remarked  tha t  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 tha t  
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 par tner  tha t  he had for many years  was suddenly a 
different person in his eyes. In this sense, his reaction was similar to 
tha t  of Dorothy's first husband, but  as Beth explained, her  husband 
was not upset simply tha t  she was different. More importantly,  she no 
longer valued the things tha t  he did. Beth also suggested tha t  another  
par t  of the problem may have been tha t  he was used to a more depen- 
dent wife, and therefore felt not only alienated by everything tha t  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 tha t  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 
tha t  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 
t ransformed by their  NDEs. 

Beth is not marr ied 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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Be th  exp la ined  t h a t  she came to va lue  re la t ionships ,  ge t t ing  to know 
and  he lp ing  others ,  a f te r  her  exper ience,  and  t h a t  th is  was also trou- 
b l ing for he r  fo rmer  husband.  She expressed  m u ch  more  sat isfact ion 
wi th  the  re la t ionsh ips  t h a t  she has  been  in since the  NDE,  be ing  
involved wi th  people who u n d e r s t a n d  and  accept who she is. As she 
men t ions  here ,  he r  re la t ionsh ip  is complemen ta ry ,  and  not  t h r e a t e n e d  
by  he r  growth  and  spi r i tua l i ty .  

The  re la t ionsh ips  t h a t  N D E r s  are  involved in can  become deeper  and  
more  mean ing fu l  on severa l  levels.  Be th  also discussed how in t imacy  
and  sexua l i ty  in a re la t ionsh ip  m a y  be affected by  the  NDE.  She fel t  
t h a t  i n t imacy  has  changed  in her  re la t ionships ,  becoming  more  en- 
r iched,  saying:  

It all changes. There is a much greater gamut, from A to Z, once 
you've had the experience . . . .  I funct ioned. . ,  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 cl imb-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 
a round-bu t  there's, you k n o w . . ,  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. 

S ome wha t  converse ly  to Beth ,  Emi ly  was not  m a r r i ed  at  the  t ime  of 
he r  NDE,  bu t  has  since been  marr ied .  She expla ined  the  re la t ionsh ip  
she had  wi th  he r  s ignif icant  o ther  before he r  exper ience,  and  its 
b r e a kup  af terward:  

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 h a d . . ,  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 d r u g s - I  mean, we had lots of money so that 's  what we d id -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 l e f t . . ,  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. 

E m i l y  fel t  t h a t  she  and  her  f o rm er  p a r t n e r  were  no longer  compa t ib le  
a f te r  he r  exper ience ,  f inding  t h a t  t hey  were  no longer  i n t e re s t ed  in the  
s a m e  th ings .  E m i l y  also no ted  l a t e r  t h a t  a l t h o u g h  he r  boyf r i end  did 
not  necessa r i ly  w a n t  to end  the  re la t ionsh ip ,  he  did h a v e  diff iculty 
wi th  i t  a f t e r  she h a d  h a d  he r  N D E  and  was  t r y i n g  to cope wi th  i ts  
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  t o o - t h a t  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. 

E m i l y  m e n t i o n e d  t h a t  the  per iod a f t e r  he r  N D E  was  difficult  a t  t imes  
for her ,  s ay ing  t h a t  she was  jus t  boggled  and  didn ' t  k n o w  w h a t  was  
h a p p e n i n g  to her:  '~You r ea l ly  do t h i n k  you  are  going crazy!" On top of 
all  of the  confusion and  u n c e r t a i n t y  she had  in he r  own m i n d  abou t  
w h a t  was  happen ing ,  she also h a d  to deal  w i th  the  f r u s t r a t i o n  of he r  
boyf r i end  and  he r  fee l ing  t h a t  t h e y  no longer  h a d  s imi l a r  in te res t s .  
Th is  t h e n  led to t he i r  b r e a k i n g  up. 

E m i l y  is now happ i ly  mar r i ed ,  and  a l t h o u g h  she did m e e t  he r  hus-  
b a n d  a f t e r  he r  NDE,  she t r i ed  to exp la in  how th i s  r e l a t ionsh ip  wi th  a 
s igni f icant  o the r  differs f rom those  in he r  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 support ive- 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. 

I n t e r e s t i ng ly ,  E m i l y  m e n t i o n e d  fee l ing  t h a t  he r  bond wi th  the  L igh t  
is he r  fo remos t  r e l a t i onsh ip  w i th  a ~'significant o ther ,"  i l l u s t r a t i ng  the  
pe r sona l  and  e n d u r i n g  n a t u r e  of  the  N D E  on her  life. Fee l ings  l ike 
these  could be  difficult  for some spouses  to unde r s t and ,  b u t  i t  does not  
a p p e a r  to h a v e  been  a n y  p rob l em  in Em i ly ' s  m a r r i a g e .  As for he r  
discuss ion of he r  r e l a t i onsh ip  wi th  he r  husband ,  i t  is a p p a r e n t  t h a t  an  
a g r e e m e n t  on an  N D E r ' s  pe r sona l  a t t i tudes ,  beliefs,  or w a y  of life is 
not  abso lu te ly  neces sa ry  for a m a r r i a g e  to be successful .  As E m i l y  
po in ted  out,  even  a lack of r ea l  suppor t  or u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of w h a t  she 
does is not  a p roblem.  She f inds t h a t  a l t h o u g h  her  h u s b a n d  is not  
e n t h u s i a s t i c a l l y  i n t e r e s t ed  in he r  N D E  and  its  m e a n i n g  to her ,  t he i r  
m u t u a l  ab i l i ty  to be nonpossess ive ,  nondi rec t ive  p a r t n e r s  m a k e s  the  
m a r r i a g e  work.  The i r  d iscuss ion of t he i r  independence  and  individu-  
a l i ty  before  the  m a r r i a g e  is also of s ignif icance.  Wi th  open considera-  
t ion  and  respec t  for one ano the r ,  th i s  m a r r i a g e  is s e e m i n g l y  w h a t  bo th  
p a r t n e r s  need  in t h e i r  life toge ther .  I t  is also i n t e r e s t i ng  to no te  t h a t  
E m i l y  now f inds a phys ica l ,  s exua l  bond is not  the  bas i s  for the  
re la t ionsh ip ,  the  w a y  i t  was  for he r  in the  pas t .  The  phys ica l  aspec t  of 
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the relationship is still there, but ~'unimportant" compared to the 
emotional bond tha t  t ruly 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 tha t  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 
tha t  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 tha t  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 tha t  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 tha t  any adjusting, in the way tha t  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 tha t  despite some minor adjusting, his marriage has also 
continued successfully. He explained tha t  his change in character has 
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at  t imes  been  diff icult  for his wife, because  it  is so h a r d  to u n d e r s t a n d  
w h a t  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?" 

J o h n  also men t ioned  t h a t  it  is somewha t  difficult  for his wife to 
accept his decision to change  careers  in  the  middle  of his life, going 
f rom his successful role as a t e n u r e d  professor,  to a career  in the  
minis t ry .  He  cont inued,  po in t ing  out  t h a t  m a r r i a g e  i tself  is a re la t ion-  
ship charac te r i zed  by  occasional s t ruggle;  t he re  jus t  m a y  be dif ferent  
ha rdsh ips  a f te r  someth ing  l ike an  NDE.  Jo h n  e labora ted  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. 

W h a t  John  men t ioned  about  the  change  in difficult ies t h a t  a mar-  
r iage  m a y  encoun te r  is i m p o r t a n t  to under s t and .  Like  Dorothy,  he 
feels t h a t  the  re la t ionsh ip  mere ly  has  new issues for bo th  p a r t n e r s  to 
consider.  J o h n  po in ted  out  t h a t  even  wha t  migh t  genera l ly  be consid- 
e red  a posi t ive change  in charac te r ,  such as a g r ea t e r  sens i t iv i ty  to the  
needs of others ,  can  b r ing  about  new difficult ies t h a t  m a y  or m a y  not  
be any  g r e a t e r  t h a n  before.  While  John  does feel t h a t  overal l  the  
re la t ionsh ip  has  indeed improved,  t he r e  are  never the les s  still  some 
m a t t e r s  t h a t  r equ i re  resolut ion.  

C a thy  also found t ha t  her  exper ience  has  genera l ly  been  a ve ry  
posi t ive inf luence  on he r  mar r i age .  She  expla ined  t h a t  he r  re la t ion-  
ship wi th  he r  husband  has  been  s t r eng thened  by he r  NDE,  t h r o u g h  the  
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impac t  i t  h a d  on he r  and  the  w a y  she v iews  h im.  E l a b o r a t i n g  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 f ami ly - 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 r e t a l i a t e . . ,  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 ins tantaneously-as  soon as the experience hap- 
pened and was over w i t h - 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 m e - i n  return, started doing little nice things for each other. 

The  love and  accep tance  t h a t  C a t h y  fel t  du r ing  he r  exper ience  appar -  
en t ly  affected he r  s t rongly ,  l ead ing  her  to r e l a t e  to he r  h u s b a n d  qui te  
different ly .  She appl ies  the  love t h a t  she  was  g iven  in he r  exper ience  to 
he r  r e l a t ionsh ip  w i th  he r  husband ,  by  accept ing  h i m  for who he  is, no 
longer  t r y i n g  to change  h i m  w i t h  compla in t s  abou t  w h a t  she d idn ' t  l ike  
abou t  h im.  She  sees h i m  w i t h  the  s a m e  compass ion  t h a t  she  was  
f ina l ly  able  to see he r se l f  with.  C a t h y  m e n t i o n e d  t h a t  he r  h u s b a n d  
f inds he r  to be  more  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  and  easygoing ,  and  he, in tu rn ,  is 
more  apprec ia t ive .  The  k indnes s  t h a t  she  gives  h i m  is t hus  r e t u r n e d  to 
her ,  e n h a n c i n g  the  r e l a t ionsh ip  for bo th  of t hem.  I t  is in te res t ing ,  
though ,  t h a t  t he i r  closer r e l a t ionsh ip  does not  necessa r i ly  m e a n  t h a t  
he r  h u s b a n d  accepts  the  exper ience  itself. C a t h y  exp la ined  how he 
v i ews  the  r ea son  for he r  change:  

He's at the point now, where he's saying, ~'Well, I can say that  some- 
thing probably happened to y o u - I  don't know what happened to y o u -  
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 i t - i t ' 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 t a l k ing  about  the  impac t  of the  L igh t  and  its love on he r  re la t ion-  
ships, C a thy  said t h a t  she views eve ryone  as p a r t  of the  Light ,  and  t h a t  
is why  she is able to "genu ine ly  care  about  [everyone] a t  such a rea l ly  
deep level." The  ensu ing  discussion a round  th is  m a t t e r  i l lus t ra tes  the  
diff icul ty t h a t  th i s  love m a y  present ,  in bo th  exp lana t ion  and  
under s t and ing :  

[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, y e a h - b u t  no -no t  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, th is  love t h a t  Ca thy  describes migh t  be qui te  diffi- 
cul t  for m a n y  to unde r s t and .  An  outs ide observer  m a y  f ind i t  h a r d  to 
comprehend  how this  love for eve ryone  is possible, t h in k in g  of love in 
the  more  fami l i a r  t e rms  of a personal ,  subject ive love. A spouse, on the  
o the r  hand ,  migh t  be more  dis turbed,  feel ing less impor tan t ,  jealous,  or 
s imply  confused and  a l ienated .  Pe rhaps  th is  uncondi t iona l  love cannot  
be fu l ly  unders tood  wi thou t  exper ienc ing  it, as N D E r s  point  out. Ei- 
t h e r  way,  it  is a love t h a t  N D E r s  m a y  apply  to t he i r  in te rac t ion  wi th  
others ,  regard less  of who t hey  are,  fee l ing  t h a t  t h ey  love everybody  
and  t r u ly  m e a n  it, as Ca thy  did; for it  is th is  love t h a t  N D Ers  most  
of ten  f ind a n  unden iab le  aspect  of the  NDE.  Whi le  i t  m a y  m a k e  
communica t ion  and  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  difficult  a t  t imes,  it  also has  the  
po ten t ia l  to m a k e  a re la t ionsh ip  closer and  more  meaningfu l ,  as it  has  
for Cathy .  

C a thy  exp la ined  t h a t  t he r e  has  been  one diff icul ty in her  mar r i age ,  
though ,  as a r e su l t  of he r  NDE.  L ike  Pat ,  Cathy ' s  ~problem" involves 
he r  decreased  in te res t  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 w o r k - a  two income family. Following the experience, 
however, it became very, very increasingly important for me to stop 
working, and leave that  t ime 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 k n o w - a n y  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 "rear '  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 c a s e s . . ,  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 fee l ing-but  in [a few months] I am going to re- 
t i r e . . .  [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 t ruth is, if 
you want the truth, I 'm not. 

I t  is i n t e r e s t i ng  to note  t h a t  C a t h y  acknowledges  the  va lue  of he r  
w o r k  as  a c y t o l o g i s t - t h a t  i t  was  he lp ing  others ,  inc luding  her  own 
f a m i l y - b u t  st i l l  chose to do o the r  work ,  which  she fe l t  was  more  
i m p o r t a n t  to her .  She  found i t  i m p o r t a n t  to chose work  t h a t  s t i l l  a l lows 
he r  to he lp  others ,  bu t  in a more  pe r sona l  m a n n e r .  I t  m a y  be t h a t  
t a l k i n g  w i th  people  is m e r e l y  a be t t e r  w a y  for C a t h y  now to he lp  
others .  E v e n  if  the  N D E r  comes  to feel  comfor tab le  wi th  w h a t  he  or she  
does in life, a p rob l em  in a r e l a t ionsh ip  m a y  r e m a i n .  A spouse  m a y  
cont inue  to h a v e  diff iculty u n d e r s t a n d i n g  or a p p r e c i a t i n g  these  sor ts  of  
changes ,  compa red  to w h a t  t h e y  m i g h t  h a v e  b e e n  used  to, and  stil l  
be l ieve  is a "be t te r"  way.  A d i sc repancy  in va lues  is s o m e t h i n g  t h a t  a 
h u s b a n d  and  wife h a v e  to work  out. I t  m a y  be qui te  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  pr imary partners. 

Relationships with Family Members 

The impact that  an NDE has on an experiencer can ul t imately 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 s tudy 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 at tempt 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, 
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and they verbalized that themselves. [We can communicate better 
now, we're more open], and they like who I am now. 

P a t  also men t ioned  a more  unde r s t and in g  re la t ionsh ip  wi th  her  
ch i ldren  af ter  he r  NDE.  She t a lked  about  how before, she migh t  have  
been  more  apt  to judge or crit icize th ings  they  did, especial ly th ings  
t h a t  she would have  t h o u g h t  migh t  have  difficult  consequences for 
them.  She specifically discussed a hypothe t ica l  example  of how she 
feels more  accept ing and  unde r s t and ing  of people, such as her  own 
chi ldren,  while  r e m a i n i n g  jus t  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 unders tanding . . ,  most anything 
that  anybody does, no matter what emotion is behind it, they're 
looking for love and acceptance. 

This  revea ls  how P a t  looks at  others ,  and  specifically how she migh t  
even  view he r  own chi ldren,  in a di f ferent  l ight  t h a n  before.  She now 
re la tes  to o thers  wi th  more  compass ionate  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  and accep- 
tance.  She bel ieves  t h a t  beh ind  most  people's act ions is a desire  for 
love, and  t ha t  knowing  this,  she is no longer  so cr i t ical  or judgmenta l .  
Despi te  he r  own fears  of the  consequences  t h ey  migh t  suffer, she feels 
i t  is s imply where  those people are  in the i r  development ,  and t h a t  she 
should the re fore  le t  t h e m  l ea rn  on the i r  own. In  t a lk ing  to Pat ,  i t  is 
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clear  t h a t  this  hes i t ancy  to in te r fe re  is not  an  indifference to others ,  or 
lack of concern.  Ra ther ,  it  is a g r ea t e r  acceptance of them.  

This  acceptance  and  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of o thers  also led P a t  to under-  
s t and  the  fami ly  t h a t  she grew up wi th  bet ter ,  especial ly  her  mother .  
P a t  exp la ined  t h a t  even  though  she doesn' t  feel she can share  he r  
exper ience  wi th  he r  re la t ives  because  ~there would be no way  they  
could [accept it]," she now real izes  t h a t  t hey  jus t  have  a " l imi ted 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 n o w . . .  [but] it will be 
there. 

She does not  wan t  to change  them,  bu t  r a the r ,  an t ic ipa tes  t he i r  own 
happiness  over  wha t  she feels t hey  will  even tua l l y  l ea rn  on the i r  own. 
P a t  also discussed he r  re la t ionsh ip  wi th  her  mother ,  whom she at  one 
t ime  had  r e s e n t m e n t  for, bu t  now loves. Pa t  exp la ined  t h a t  he r  mo the r  
had  left  her  to be ra ised  by Pat ' s  g randmothe r ,  and  t h a t  she was at  
t imes  fa i r ly  cruel  to Pat .  He r  mo the r  would see her  only dur ing  visits,  
once or twice a year .  P a t  wan ted  ve ry  much  to live wi th  her  m o th e r  
whi le  growing up, and  t r ied  l iving wi th  he r  twice, bu t  had  to move 
back  wi th  he r  g r a n d m o t h e r  both  t imes  because  of the  "men ta l  abuse." 
P a t  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 o u t -o f  
course, she's just looking for love, and she doesn't recognize love no 
matter  how much you give he r - 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. 

P a t  now looks at  he r  mo the r  wi th  compassion,  not  concen t ra t ing  on 
the  side t h a t  was so cruel  to he r  as a child. Ra ther ,  she is able to see 
inside her  mother ,  '~the pu re  ene rgy  love of God, which  has  no th ing  to 
do wi th  this  physica l  th ing,"  the  person who was m e a n  to P a t  for m a n y  
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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 bet ter  outwardly, for Pat  mentioned tha t  her mother  still is 
not very warm or receptive, there is a love and concern Pat  has tha t  
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 tha t  
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 t h a t . . ,  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 a t tempt  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 tha t  
her mother  may or may not have changed, but  ra ther  tha t  Jenny's  
view of her  has changed. 

Showing a similar understanding,  Sue also remarked tha t  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 morn, 
too. I get upset with everyone- i t  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  t h a t  Sue was so impressed  wi th  in he r  NDE has  led to 
he r  look a t  o thers  wi th  acceptance also. She expla ined  t h a t  she is not  
t r y ing  to change  he r  paren ts ,  bu t  accepts for who they  are,  as she fel t  
to ta l  acceptance  in he r  experience.  H e r  pa ren t s  have  not  necessar i ly  
changed,  bu t  the  re la t ionsh ip  has,  a t  leas t  for Sue, t h ro u g h  her  g rea t e r  
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of them.  It  is impor t an t  to note  t h a t  she does not  feel 
t h a t  the  re la t ionsh ip  neve r  has  any  difficulties. She admits  the re  are  
t imes  whe n  she does indeed get  angry .  NDErs  do not  become people 
who are  beyond feel ings of d i sappo in tment  or i r r i ta t ion.  Th ey  m a y  find 
t h a t  t hey  are  more  u n d e r s t a n d i n g - a s  Sue says, she doesn' t  get  ang ry  
as often,  or to the  same d e g r e e - b u t  NDErs  are  still  the  same people as 
before  t he i r  NDEs  in m a n y  ways.  Rela t ionships  m a y  also r e m a i n  the  
same,  bu t  wi th  g rea t e r  under s t and ing ,  t hey  can also at  t imes  be more  
easygoing.  

Sue also said t h a t  she has  found t h a t  he r  contact  wi th  her  fami ly  has  
decreased.  She a t t r i bu t ed  i t  to a loss of common interes ts ,  saying: 

It seems l ike -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  c lear  t h a t  she did not  m e a n  th is  in a j u d g m e n t a l  way,  
bu t  t h a t  she is s imply  no longer  in t e res t ed  in the  same l i festyle  t h a t  
she had  before. She is able to u n d e r s t a n d  t h a t  t h a t  is the  way  he r  
pa ren t s  still  are,  and  t h a t  is a l r ight ;  i t  jus t  is not  wha t  she wan t s  for 
herself .  
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While  N D E r s  of ten feel t ha t  the i r  exper iences  have  a posi t ive impact  
on the i r  re la t ionsh ips  wi th  the i r  family,  t he re  m a y  be ins tances  where  
the  NDE can cause some problems as well. Difficult ies m a y  ar ise  f rom 
the  in i t ia l  reac t ion  to the  occurrence of an  ND E in the  life of a fami ly  
member ,  and/or  the  ensu ing  af tereffects  t h a t  m a y  a l te r  an  experi- 
encer 's  re la t ionships  wi th  fami ly  members .  

Ann  recal led  how her  mo the r  reac ted  to her  t a lk ing  about  her  NDE 
as a t eenager ,  and  expla ined  t h a t  t ha t  reac t ion  did affect the i r  rela-  
t ionship  to a degree.  She said t ha t  she had  told he r  m o th e r  about  he r  
exper ience  r igh t  a f te r  it  happened ,  and  t h a t  he r  m o th e r  didn ' t  say  
anyth ing .  After  tha t ,  Ann  decided to not  discuss i t  anymore ,  bu t  did 
come to feel t h a t  i t  had  an  impact  on the i r  re la t ionship .  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, [ ta lking] . . .  and [she was] very open-I  could ask her 
anyth ing-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 of ten-  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 
t e s t i ng . . ,  later in my life, as I would raise issues with her. 

This  lack of recept iv i ty  on her  mother ' s  pa r t  led A n n  to ques t ion  the  
l imi ts  of the i r  openness,  which m a y  have  been  uncomfor tab le  at  t imes.  
A n n  wen t  on to men t ion  t h a t  she la te r  learned,  a f te r  he r  mother ' s  
death ,  t h a t  he r  mo the r  had  a concern about  i n san i ty  in the i r  family,  so 
th is  concern m a y  have  t h e n  been  the  r eason  she did not  w an t  to t a lk  
about  Ann's  NDE.  Ann  did not  feel  t h a t  he r  exper ience  h ad  any  severe 
impact  on her  re la t ionsh ip  wi th  he r  mother ,  b u t  she did men t ion  t h a t  
in  addi t ion to he r  hav ing  a g rea t e r  apprec ia t ion  of he r  mother ,  t he re  
was one o ther  way  in which  she th inks  the  exper ience  migh t  have  
changed  the i r  re la t ionship .  Ann  expla ined  t h a t  a f te r  her  experience,  
she lost in te res t  in ce r t a in  activi t ies,  because  she s imply didn ' t  f ind 
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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 tha t  she and her mother  did have the '~typical clashes 
tha t  t e e n a g e r s - a d o l e s c e n t s - h a v e  with their  parents," but tha t  her 
%ld-fashionedness" still led her  mother  to th ink tha t  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 tha t  
did not encourage deeper, more meaningful  interaction with others 
after  her  NDE. She did not express being directly aware of her NDE 
transforming her personali ty as a teenager,  but  did say tha t  she felt 
she 'became more serious about things tha t  [she] was doing in life." 
This orientat ion led Ann to have strong ideals about what  she felt was 
important ,  including peop le -ge t t ing  to know and help them. She com- 
mented tha t  this was probably a result  of her experience. These charac- 
teristics in tu rn  were perceived by her  mother  as being eccentric; in 
her  eyes Ann "was behaving too old." 

Some NDErs part icipat ing in this study also described some changes 
in their  family relationships after  their  experience tha t  were 
more directly perceived by their  families as difficulties and problems 
due to the impact tha t  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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J a n e  expla ined  t h a t  th is  has  not  c rea ted  any  g rea t  difficulties, say- 
ing  tha t ,  in fact,  h e r  fami ly  finds she is genera l ly  more  easy  going, and  
t h a t  ~'if [her re la t ionsh ip  wi th  he r  ch i ldren  and  husband]  has  changed  
at  all, i t  is jus t  deeper,  b e t t e r - b e c a u s e  of sha r ing  [her experience]  wi th  
them."  She men t ioned  t h a t  one of her  ch i ldren  is wr i t ing  a paper  on the  
NDE,  and t h a t  t a lk ing  about  it  has  b rough t  t h e m  all closer, he lp ing  
t h e m  to u n d e r s t a n d  her  be t ter .  F u r t h e r  comment ing  on he r  re la t ion-  
ship wi th  he r  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 l o t - 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. 

J a n e  feels t ha t  her  re la t ionships  are  closer a f te r  her  NDE,  bu t  she 
also poin ted  out  t h a t  she is not  a comple te ly  dif ferent  person.  She still  
has  some of the  same cha rac t e r  t h a t  she had  before he r  experience;  she 
m a y  still  get  angry ,  or have  concerns over  he r  work: life did not  
suddenly  become perfect .  Overal l ,  though,  J a n e  commented  t h a t  she 
feels she re la tes  to o thers  wi th  g rea t e r  unders tand ing .  

Doro thy  also said t h a t  she is able to u n d e r s t a n d  and  accept he r  
fami ly  bet ter ,  bu t  added t ha t  it  can  still be  difficult  for t h e m  to under-  
s tand  her.  The re  are  t imes  when  her  h u s b a n d  and chi ldren do not  
u n d e r s t a n d  he r  going so far  out  of he r  way  to help others ,  g iving others  
so much  concern  and  a t ten t ion .  She discussed how she t r ies  to hand le  
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 i t . " . . . .  It's not easy 
to exp la in . . ,  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 pa t i en t s . . .  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 cer ta in ly  be f ru s t r a t i ng  for an  N D E r  to deal wi th  fami ly  
m e mbe r s  who are  not  able to u n d e r s t a n d  or accept  w h a t  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 
frustrat ing 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 mat ters  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 
s tatements  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], 



176 JOURNAL OF NEAR-DEATH STUDIES 

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, cri t ical-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. 

C a thy  poin ted  out  t ha t  this  has  not  rea l ly  caused any  major  problems 
for anyone;  she has  s imply had  to become used to how she shares  
aspects  of her  exper ience  wi th  her  family.  The  NDE is of g rea t  impor- 
t ance  to her  and  he r  life, so it  has  t a k e n  t ime  to l ea rn  how to hand le  all 
of the  ins tances  t h a t  could be difficult  for her  family,  because  they  are  
not  qui te  comfortable  wi th  such a change.  She would l ike t h e m  to know 
more  about  it  and to accept it  bu t  has  no desire  to force them,  accept ing 
t ha t  t hey  are  jus t  not  complete ly  at  ease wi th  it  all, and prefer  to have  
the  ~Tamiliar" family,  as before the  NDE.  Ca th y  men t ioned  one inci- 
den t  t h a t  i l lus t ra ted  how her  family 's  re la t ionships  m a y  have  been  
inf luenced by her  NDE.  She discussed how he r  NDE has  affected her  in 
a way t h a t  she feels he lped her  and her  family,  w h en  the i r  home 
bu rne d  down a few years  ago and  they  lost every th ing .  Ca thy  fel t  t h a t  
before her  NDE she would have  been  qui te  upse t  about  the  loss, bu t  
tha t ,  "as it  is, the  fami ly  got out  a l i v e . . ,  and  t h a t  was the  most  
i mpor t a n t  th ing."  She expla ined  the  perspect ive  t h a t  she kep t  on 
th ings ,  and how t h a t  affected her  role in the  fami ly  dur ing  a t ime  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 f loa t ing . . ,  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 
m e . . .  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 husb an d . . ,  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 t h e m . . ,  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 t h a t  Ca thy ' s  NDE gave her  has  t he reby  inf luenced 
how she funct ions  as a m e m b e r  of her  family.  In th is  ins tance,  she 
descr ibed t a k ing  on a new role to help the  fami ly  cope wi th  a crisis 
s i tuat ion.  While  th is  does not  appear  to have  been  a problem for Ca th y  
and  he r  family,  i t  is possible t h a t  th is  sort  of change  in responsibi l i t ies  
could be difficult  for some famil ies  to adjust  to. For  some, the  comforta-  
bly fami l ia r  dynamics  of f ami ly  re la t ionsh ips  m a y  be upse t  by such a 
change  in roles, caus ing  even  f u r t h e r  upheav a l  and  distress.  

Most of the  N D E r s  in this  s tudy  fel t  t h a t  t he i r  f ami ly  re la t ionships  
were  in one way  or a n o t h e r  improved  by  the  impact  of the i r  experience.  
T he y  repor ted  f inding themse lves  to be more  car ing,  unde r s t and ing ,  
and  able in t he i r  dea l ing  wi th  the i r  famil ies.  O the r s  expressed  a bel ief  
t h a t  t he i r  f ami ly  re la t ionsh ips  had  been  deepened  t h r o u g h  the  m u t u a l  
s ha r i ng  and  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  t ha t  came wi th  the  a d j u s t m e n t  to the  
impac t  of the  NDE on the  exper iencer .  However ,  changes  in the  N D E r  
could ha ve  not  only  posi t ive bu t  also nega t ive  impl icat ions  for fami ly  
re la t ionships ;  the  f ami ly  m a y  have  diff iculty accept ing and/or  under-  
s t and ing  the  exper ience  itself, as well  as the  ensu ing  aftereffects.  A 
fami ly  could conceivably  feel ve ry  uncomfor tab le  w h en  the  accepted 
mechan ics  of in te rac t ion  are  a l tered,  g iving way  to redef ined  and  
un fa mi l i a r  roles. Severa l  exper iencers  commen ted  t h a t  t he i r  famil ies  
were  at  t imes  t roubled  wi th  the i r  new concern  for so m a n y  o ther  
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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. 

D i s c u s s i o n  

It is apparent tha t  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 att i tudes 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 authoritat ive for those who do 
not have them, and challenge the authoritat iveness of ordinary con- 
sciousness. These considerations may certainly be a fair assessment of 
the situation that  NDErs  at t imes 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. 

Conc lus ion  

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 r 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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