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Research Question:

TO WHAT EXTENT, AND HOW, DO EXTRAORDINARY IMPACT THE PERSONAL COSMOLOGIES OF THOSE WHO EXPERIENCE THEM?

INTRODUCTION

The aim of this research is to investigate the occurrence of Extraordinary Experiences (EEs) and how they shape personal cosmologies. According to Singh, ‘reports of mystical, transcendental states date back several centuries from different parts of the world’.[footnoteRef:1] Darvill argues that cosmology is ‘the worldview and belief system of a community based upon their understanding of order in the universe’.[footnoteRef:2] This research makes use of qualitative methods such as questionnaires in order to determine how frequent self-defined extraordinary experiences are, and the extent to which they impact a person’s beliefs, meaning systems, actions and behaviours. Furthermore, the research seeks to ascertain how persons who have had Extraordinary Experiences consider it to have impacted their personal cosmologies and beliefs. Yaden and Newberg argue that a symptom of mystical experiences can be the dissipation of a persons' sense of self, thus becoming ‘a part of, rather than apart from, everything else’, as well as being experiences that typically extend beyond what we experience in our regular daily lives.[footnoteRef:3] This research project proposes that whilst experiences such as the paranormal or psychic do not characteristically demonstrate such a symptom of oneness, they do demonstrate experiences beyond what occurs in ‘normal’ reality. Therefore, whilst this study does not consider every one of the experiences mentioned in the research as mystical, it does aim to investigate the similarities between mystical and extraordinary experiences, at times discussing them as synonymous, in order to investigate their impact on personal cosmologies.  [1:   Singh SP. ‘Stairway to Heaven: A First-Person Account of Noesis’. Journal of Nervous and Mental Disease. 2022 Nov 1, vol. 210, no. 11 d]  [2:  Campion, Nicholas. ‘The Importance of Cosmology in Culture: Contexts and Consequences’. Trends in Modern Cosmology, InTech, 7 June 2017]  [3:  Yaden, David B., and Andrew B. Newberg, 'Mystical Experiences: Unity and Ego-Dissolution', The Varieties of Spiritual Experience: 21st Century Research and Perspectives. New York, 2022; online edn, Oxford Academic] 


LITERATURE REVIEW

	Previous literature on the phenomena of mystical experiences is considerable, with Yaden and Newberg stating that mystical experienced are ‘the most well studied kind of spiritual experience’.[footnoteRef:4] Such experiences are found across all cultures, countries, religions and races for many thousands of years.[footnoteRef:5]  According to Browning, William James was one of the first psychologists in America to study mystical experiences, regardless of how unconventional or abnormal they appeared.[footnoteRef:6] Whilst this research paper investigates a broader realm of experiences than may be in line with the traditional definitions of mystic, reviewing the existing literature geared towards mystical experiences provides a useful starting point. Indeed, Walter Pahnke developed a nine-category typology of mystical experience in order to outlie the potential for the comparison between psychedelic and near-death experiences,[footnoteRef:7] whilst John Pennachio builds upon Pahnke’s work to consider the self-transformational effects of near-death experiences, namely how those who undergo NDEs sustain and enact subsequent positive life changes, such as a renewed enthusiasm for life or a new belief that life is meaningful.[footnoteRef:8] Although a key feature of mystical experiences can be intense positive emotions, there are kinds of Extraordinary Experiences that can feel profoundly frightening and negative. For example, Hufford discusses sleep paralysis as a spiritual, and potentially paranormal experience, consisting of a ‘non-physical threatening presence’ that occurs as distressing to those who experience it.[footnoteRef:9]  [4:  Yaden, David B., and Andrew B. Newberg, 'Mystical Experiences: Unity and Ego-Dissolution', The Varieties of Spiritual Experience: 21st Century Research and Perspectives, 2022, ]  [5:  Haydon, Eustace A. ‘The Significance of the Mystic’s Experience’. Journal of Religion, vol. 2, no. 2, March 1922, University of Chicago Press ]  [6:  Browning, Don. “William James’s Philosophy of Mysticism.” The Journal of Religion, vol. 59, no. 1, 1979, pp. 56–70. JSTOR]  [7:  Pennachio, John. ‘Near-Death Experience as Mystical Experience.’ Journal of Religion and Health, vol. 25, no. 1, 1986, pp. 64–72. JSTOR]  [8:  Pennachio, John. ‘Near-Death Experience as Mystical Experience.’. 1986, pp. 64–72]  [9:    Hufford DJ. ‘Sleep paralysis as spiritual experience’. Transcultural Psychiatry. 2005 Mar; vol. 42, no. 1] 

Robert Menz investigates the causes behind out-of-body and near-death experiences through a psychological lens, whilst Henrik attempted to induce out-of-body experiences using an ‘illusory body’ to simulate what a person having an OBE may feel or live through. However, one methodological issue with Henrik’s study occurs in how the researchers simulated pain in the illusory bodies of the participants, who were still cognitively aware that their actual bodies were not being harmed. Conversely, people who are genuinely experiencing OBEs are often going through serious bodily traumas such as strokes, seizures, or drug overdoses, thus affecting the validity of the study.[footnoteRef:10] Daniel Helminiak looks at religious experiences that are deemed extraordinary, attempting to overcome any conflict between faith and science by investigating whether the causes of such experiences can be found in neuroscience, namely through how epileptic patients tend to experience a higher proportion of religious experiences, such as visions of angels, God and Jesus Christ.[footnoteRef:11]   [10:   Ehrsson, H. Henrik. ‘The Experimental Induction of Out-of-Body Experiences’. Science, vol. 317, no. 5841, 2007, pp. 1048–1048. JSTOR]  [11:    Helminiak, Daniel A. ‘Neurology, Psychology, and Extraordinary Religious Experiences’. Journal of Religion and Health, vol. 23, no. 1, 1984, pp. 33–46. JSTOR] 

Alternatively, there are researchers who argue in favour of the numinous quality of such experiences. Atkins and Schubert argue that spiritual experiences that occur through music are ‘beyond a simple identifiable source…spirituality, therefore, appears to be something profound and transcendent that comes to life with the musical forms’.[footnoteRef:12] Indeed, Ponte makes use of the work of Carl Jung in order to argue in favour of the value considerations of the metaphysical and psychological can bring, arguing that ‘the cosmic connection means that the human mind is a mystical mind’.[footnoteRef:13] Likewise, Harrild and Luke analyse mystical experiences through the lens of transpersonal psychology, arguing not only for how transcendent states can provide a mechanism of healing between the external and internal worlds, I.e., a dissolution between the seemingly separate states of the metaphysical and the material, but how altered states of consciousness can positively influence the lives of those who experience them.[footnoteRef:14] Harrild and Luke also make a special case for the beneficial uses of psychedelics upon a person’s wellbeing; calling them ‘positive agents of mental health, wellbeing, spiritual and creative growth, and social change’. Similarly, Pennachio studied the positive effects of psychedelics on terminally ill patients, finding that ‘There was a decrease in fear, anxiety, worry and depression…most striking was a decrease in the fear of death’.[footnoteRef:15] [12:  Atkins, P.; Schubert, E. ‘Are Spiritual Experiences through Music Seen as Intrinsic or Extrinsic?’ Religions, 2014, 5, pp.76-89.]  [13:  Ponte DV, Schäfer L. ‘Carl Gustav Jung, quantum physics and the spiritual mind: a mystical vision of the twenty-first century’. Behavioural Sciences, vol. 34, no. 4, 2013, Base]  [14:  Harrild, Freya; Luke, David. ‘An evaluation of the role of mystical experiences in transpersonal ecopsychology’. Transpersonal Psychology Review, vol. 22, no. 1, 2020, Greenwich University of London, United Kingdom ]  [15:  Pennachio, John. ‘Near-Death Experience as Mystical Experience’, 1986, pp. 64–72] 

Nicholas Campion states that anthropological considerations of cosmology are centred around the idea that interpretations of the cosmos are integral to the culture and social formation of a society.[footnoteRef:16] Consequently, cosmological research demonstrates key information about a culture, providing a useful standpoint for not only cosmologists and cultural theorists, but for humans to better understand themselves. Functionalist Emile Durkheim argued that religion, which differs from cosmology in the way that Durkheim defines religion as ‘a unified system of beliefs and practices relative to sacred things’, fulfils the social role of providing a moral code, social control and a mechanism by which social norms are maintained and reproduced.[footnoteRef:17] Durkheim also identifies religion as having a collective nature, and whilst this research investigates the personal cosmologies of the participants it is clear there is an overlap between religion and cosmological beliefs whereby both attempt to make sense of, and explain the universe and our existence on Earth as human beings.[footnoteRef:18] Consequently, there is clear significance to the study of cosmology, as the previous literature on the subject demonstrated the social and cultural functions of belief systems. [16:  Campion, Nicholas. ‘The Importance of Cosmology in Culture: Contexts and Consequences’, 2017]  [17:  Durkheim, Émile, 1858-1917. ‘The Elementary Forms of Religious Life’. New York : Free Press, 1995p.62]  [18:  Halvorson, Hans and Helge Kragh, ‘Cosmology and Theology’. The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2021 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.)] 

In addition, it is evident that extraordinary experiences can be powerful agents for fear, positive change, and even psychological wellbeing. Pennachio argues that Pahnke’s work, whilst not considering every psychedelic experience to be a mystical one, demonstrates the potential value that exists through identifying important connections between the two.[footnoteRef:19] This research undertakes a similar philosophy, as whilst the aforementioned studies do investigate not only mystical experiences, but also extraordinary ones, little research exists on the impact of the category of Extraordinary Experiences as a whole upon personal cosmologies, with researchers typically focusing on more detail on the potential causes and reasoning for the experiences’ existence to begin with. As such, this research argues in favour of the benefit of considering the cultural and personal significance of extraordinary experiences under a broad scope, attempting to understand and investigate how personal cosmologies are not only changed to confirmed by Extraordinary Experiences, but also whether those with particular belief systems are more likely to have Extraordinary Experiences.  [19:  Pennachio, John. ‘Near-Death Experience as Mystical Experience.’1986, pp. 64–72
] 


METHODOLOGY

In order to undertake this investigation into the relationship between Extraordinary Experiences and personal cosmologies, I enlisted a qualitative approach consisting of questionnaires and secondary source research to develop my hypothesis, academic rationale and the discussion of my findings. Hennink et al attest to the benefits of qualitative research, namely for the depth and detail of data they can provide.[footnoteRef:20] Prior to developing the set of questions for the survey, I began by conducting thorough research into pre-existing secondary sources and publications on Extraordinary Experiences in order to begin the research project with a thorough academic background. The main bulk of data collection was done using questionnaires, which were created and disseminated on Google Forms. Jones et al note that the rise of internet availability means this is an inexpensive and easy way to gather and process high volumes of data, proffering the ability to reach a larger target group who may also be more likely to complete the survey due to ease of use and accessibility.[footnoteRef:21] Through this method, the study generated a sample size of 44 participants. The survey was split into three main sections. Firstly, the questionnaire analysed belief in specific topics, beginning with a list of religions the participants could self-identify from. Next there was a number of questions assessing beliefs in topics ranging from spiritual and New Age belief such as astral projection, psychic ability, reincarnation and the healing properties of plant medicines, as well as Christian beliefs in God, Heaven and Hell.[footnoteRef:22] The questionnaire in this section made us of mainly closed questions with ‘Yes’, ‘No’, ‘I don’t know’ and ‘Maybe’ answers, whilst also providing the ability for respondents to give a more detailed or ‘Other’ response in the form of Question 28 which asked ‘Do you have any other views or beliefs in anything that might be considered untraditional or alternative? If so, please list them below’. The second section of the questionnaire focused specifically on Extraordinary Experiences, which the study defines as:| [20:   Hennink, M. M., Hutter, I. & Bailey, A. ‘Qualitative research methods’. 2011 or 2nd edition 2020. Los Angeles; London, SAGE ]  [21:  Jones, S.; Murphy, F., Edwards, M., James, J. ‘Doing things differently: advantages and disadvantages of web questionnaires’. Nurse Researcher, Nursing & Allied Health Source, vol. 15, no. 4, 2008 ]  [22:  Nicol, Amelia. ‘Questionnaire: How do extraordinary experiences shape a person's cosmology?’. April 2023. MA Cultural Astronomy and Astrology, University of Wales, Trinity St David’s. Research Project] 

'[Including] but not limited to experiences that may be deemed paranormal, mystical, psychic or religious, drug induced (I.e., psychedelic or plant medicine), hallucinations or visions, meditative experiences, meaningful coincidences, signs, or synchronicities, near-death experiences, out-of-body experiences, UFO or mystical creature sightings, dreams later coming true, telepathic communication, or pre-cognitive awareness. Extraordinary experiences are typically characterised as being or feeling highly emotional, impactful, or memorable occurrences.’[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Nicol, Amelia. ‘Questionnaire: How do extraordinary experiences shape a person's cosmology?’. April 2023. (emphasis in study)] 

The reason for including a definition of Extraordinary Experiences was to make clear the kinds of experiences the study was asking in relation to, whilst demonstrating that any other experiences not listed in the definition could too be relevant to the study. This is in accordance with O’Sullivan et al, who argue in favour of specific clarity within research to enhance the validity of results and to ensure a lack of missing or underreported instances of what the study sets out to investigate.[footnoteRef:24] Following on from this, the questionnaire used open ended questions and closed questions was to both ensure continuity of data with regards to the closed questions, thus providing easily quantifiable data, but also to expand the scope of the questionnaires as the research subject area is incredibly broad and it therefore allowed for participants to give additional information they may feel is necessary or important to them. [24:  O’Sullivan, Teresa A.; PharmD., Jefferson, Curtis G. ‘A Review of Strategies for Enhancing Clarity and Reader Accessibility of Qualitative Research’. American Journal of Pharmaceutical Education, vol. 84, no. 1, 2020 ] 

The sampling method undertaken by this research fits both the categories of exploratory sampling and opportunity sampling. According to Martyn Denscombe, exploratory sampling is a good fit for small scale studies such as this, with a particular strength of providing ways for a researcher to gather and formulate new data and ideas on relatively unexplored topics, such as the link between extraordinary experiences on personal cosmologies.[footnoteRef:25] Similarly, opportunity sampling was utilised due to the small scale of this research. In this case, opportunity sampling consisted of the sharing of the questionnaire to people on social media platforms such as Facebook and Instagram.[footnoteRef:26] Therefore, the representativeness of this study is limited due to how participants were found, and a particular note is made that it is likely the representativeness is further limited by how the participants who responded likely demonstrated an existing interest in the subject topic, or more specifically had experienced what they deem to be an extraordinary experience and therefore were more willing to participate in the study. In line with the assertions by Bell and Waters, opportunity sampling is a valid method in research if the limitations of the sample are realised by the researcher, as has been demonstrated here.[footnoteRef:27] [25:   Denscombe, Martyn. ‘The Good Research Guide: Research methods for small-scale social research projects’. 7th eds., Open University Press, 2021, pp.71]  [26:  insert screenshots and cite own pictures]  [27:   Bell, J. and S. Waters. ‘Doing Your Research Project’, New York: Open University Press/McGraw Hill, 7th eds, 2017, p.198] 

Reflexive considerations are also a vital element of any research, with Berger contending that the acknowledgement and understanding of the potential impact of a researcher’s personal beliefs, social class, age and gender is essential to the quality control of qualitative research.[footnoteRef:28] Furthermore, I aim to use Berger’s statement that ’researchers need to... better understand the role of the self in the creation of knowledge... and maintain the balance between the personal and the universal’ in order to deepen the integrity and validity of my research. The main way researcher bias may have occurred in this study is through the fact I am a believer of many of the spiritual and ’New Age’ beliefs, therefore there is a risk of confirmation bias within my interpretations of the survey and my subsequent discussion of findings, in the way of my own unconscious beliefs possessing the potential to influence my subjective interpretations.[footnoteRef:29] In addition, my use of opportunity sampling means that many of the participants were within my general social class and peer group, as a working class, white, cis-gendered female from South Wales in her mid-twenties. Although the questionnaire appears to have reached a proportion of people of various ages and counties and cities outside of South Wales, the sample is unlikely to be representative of the general population with regards to the frequency and occurrences of Extraordinary Experiences, and how these experiences impact a persons’ cosmological beliefs. [28:  Berger, Roni. ‘Now I see it, now I don’t: researcher’s position and reflexivity in qualitative research’. Qualitative Research, 3 January 2013, p.2]  [29:  Mc Sweeney, Brendan. ‘Fooling ourselves and others: confirmation bias and the trustworthiness of qualitative research – Part 1 (the threats).’ Journal of Organizational Change Management, 2021] 


FINDINGS

	To reiterate, this study set out to investigate the extent to which Extraordinary Experiences (EEs) occur, and whether their occurrences impact the personal cosmologies of those who experience them. The purpose of this research is to identify connections between the proportion of belief among the participants in specific areas such as reincarnation, psychic abilities, astral projection (can also be known as out-of-body experiences), aliens, the healing properties of plant medicine, fate, destiny, God, Heaven and Hell, tarot, the sacredness of nature, energy healing, astrology and meaningful signs and synchronicities. This research has accomplished this through producing qualitative questionnaires that were returned by 44 participants in total. The following sections will illustrate the findings of these questionnaires, firstly looking at the proportions of belief in specific topics and the religions of the participants, whilst the second will reflect upon the EEs reported by the participants. This will be followed by a discussion whereby the researcher will interpret the results comprehensively.
PART 1.

PROPORTION OF TRADITIONAL AND NON-TRADITIONAL COSMOLOGICAL BELIEFS

	First of all, the questionnaire asked respondents to self-identify their religion. 50% of the respondents responded with ‘No religion’, the highest proportion overall. The second-highest proportion was ‘Spiritual’, which made up 36.4% of the sample of 44 respondents. Two participants identified as ‘Pagan’, one ‘Muslim, one ‘Christian’, one ‘Gnostic’, one ‘Animist’ and one ‘Heathen’. Heathenry can be considered a modern Pagan religion, whilst Animism also shares traits of neopaganism, bringing the total of participants who fall under the umbrella category of Paganism to 3 in total, or 7.2% overall.[footnoteRef:30] This is significantly higher than the UK census figures for Paganism in 2021, which was less than 0.7% of the population overall. The same figures also show that 46.2% of the UK population self-report as ‘Christian’, whereas only 2.3% in this research self-reported in the same category.[footnoteRef:31] The questionnaire then assessed belief in specific areas, many of them ‘New Age’, ‘Spiritual’ or ‘Pagan’ in their categories, however belief in more traditional areas such as God and Heaven and Hell also featured. Overall, the participants in this study demonstrated a significant divergence away from traditional and Christian cosmology, largely in favour of the sacredness of religion and validity of psychic mediumship. The sacredness of nature generated by far the most significant proportion of belief, with the questions ‘Do you believe that nature is sacred?’ and ‘Do you believe in the healing properties of plant medicine (I.e., magic mushrooms/psilocybin, ayahuasca)?’. Belief in the healing properties of plant medicine was demonstrated by a 93.2% ‘Yes’ response, with the remaining 6.8% of participants answering, ‘I don’t know’. Similarly, 90.9% stated that they believe nature is sacred. The next highest proportion of belief was in the existence of life elsewhere in the Universe, consisting of 77.3% of participants.  [30:  URBAN, HUGH B. ‘New Age, Neopagan, and New Religious Movements: Alternative Spirituality in Contemporary America.’ 1st ed., University of California Press, 2015. JSTOR]  [31:    Roskams, M. (2022) ‘Religion, England and Wales: Census 2021, Religion, England and Wales – Office  for National Statistics’. Office for National Statistics.] 

The next most prominent areas of belief were in psychic abilities (70.5%), and that ‘Everything is energy’ (75%), followed by the belief that life is meaningful, found in 68.2% of participants. Aliens or multi-dimensional beings proffered a statistic of 59.1% of respondents stating their positive belief in the topic, matched equally by the belief in the existence of alternate dimensions. In the mid-range of proportion of belief there were several areas that are considered largely New Age in their subject matter, as well as some lending themselves from Eastern spiritual traditions.[footnoteRef:32] For example, belief in astral projection was noted at 52.3%, the belief that the Universe sends us meaningful signs or synchronicities as well as energy healing and reiki both stood at 50%. Astrology, past lives, reincarnation, tarot, fate, and destiny all demonstrated statistics in and around the 40% mark. Interestingly, the lowest percentage of belief was illustrated in the traditional Christian cosmological belief in God, and Heaven and Hell. Only one participant out of the 44 stated belief in Heaven and Hell, while 58.1% of respondents said they did not believe in God. However, only 36.4% said they did not believe in any kind of ‘Higher Power’ whatsoever, with 40% stating that they believe in a ‘Higher Power’ that differs from the traditional religious denominations of God. 11.4% said that they believe they are the same thing. [32:   Collins, Pat. ‘New Age Spirituality.’ The Furrow, vol. 49, no. 2, 1998, pp. 91–97. JSTOR] 

The questionnaire also asked participants to list or expand upon any alternative beliefs they may have that had not been covered by the questionnaire. Many of the responses demonstrated a belief in the interconnectedness of God, nature, and human beings:

‘We are nature. We are God. God is not a man. Nor a higher power. We are the fruiting bodies of mycelium. The collective subconscious is God. God is awe, sex, death, art, music, moss, laughter.’ (Participant 42)
‘Whilst I believe in a higher power, I don’t think this power is hierarchically separate from us…every piece of matter in the universe is made from star dust…’ (Participant 10)
‘I believe in quantum reality… everything we do has a cause and effect and that there are laws in our reality that create our experience.’ (Participant 35)

Two participants acknowledged their belief that Earth is a spiritual experience, rather than the ultimate goal of our conscious existence:

	‘This is a holiday planet that you came to, to experience time as a mortal.’ (Participant 26)
‘‘I believe we are all God, all strands of source having a human experience, as a soul we have set lessons to learn and if we don’t learn them, we come back…’ (Participant 5)

One participant said that they are a practitioner of witchcraft, and another argued in favour of their belief in magic:
‘I believe… it is possible to bring about change in the world through ‘non-normal causation.’  (Participant 46)
Overall, this survey demonstrated significant belief in alternative views, as well as a divergence from traditional Christian beliefs. Nature was evidently sacred and important to almost every participant, and despite varying degrees in belief across a broad spectrum of typically ‘New Age’ subject matter and the majority of respondents identifying as having ‘No religion’, there is a clear theme of belief in untraditional subject matters. 

PART 2.

THE FREQUENCY AND LIFE-CHANING POTENTIAL OF EXTRAORDINARY EXPERIENCES 

Researcher’s note: Whilst conducting this research, I attended the wedding of my best friend. Her sister was sick in hospital the week of the wedding and anxieties were running high. My friend’s aunt is devoutly Christian and was praying frequently for the sister and the family in the run up to the wedding. She reported a few days before the wedding that whilst praying, she had experienced a vision of an angel, yielding a sword which it then swung into the ground. Her interpretation of this vision was that the sister, as well as the family, were intensely protected during this time. The rest of the week, my friend continued to report how little anxiety she was experiencing – she felt a continued presence surrounding her that emanated calmness, security, and peace.

	A striking number of participants in this study noted having had an Extraordinary Experience, made up of 77.3% of people who responded to the survey. From this statistic, 86% agreed that the experience was meaningful. 78.3% of those who experienced an EE rated their experience between 6 and 10 on a scale where 1 = Not life changing at all, and 10 = Drastically life changing. Those who answered that they had not experienced an EE were then asked if they personally knew someone who had, to which 77.3 responded ‘Yes’.  16 out of the 36 participants who reported having an EE said that they felt some kind of positive emotion either during, or as a result of the experience. Typically those who reported experiencing positive emotions considered their EE as being divine or spiritual, whilst those who reported negative emotions such as fear, worry, scared, or being unnerved were those whose experience was classed as paranormal. When asked how the experience affected their belief systems, 43.2% stated that it had confirmed their pre-existing beliefs, whilst 24.3% said It had changed their beliefs. The questionnaire then provided a section for the open-ended question of ‘If the experience changed your beliefs, how did it change them?’

	‘It showed me the true structure of this reality and beyond. It’s all a game.’ (Participant 5)
‘I was an atheist…it completely flipped my worldview…’ (Participant 10)
‘I didn’t think about telepathy beforehand, afterwards I took it seriously, and still do.’ (Participant 36)
‘It opened my mind to possibilities of higher power present in my life.’ (Participant 32)
‘[It] made me believe in the possibility of a spiritual life’ (Participant 34)

Following on from this, 45.9 participants said that the experienced change their behaviour or actions in some way, whilst 35% said it had no impact.
The chart below shows the proportions of participants and how impactful they considered the experience on their lives. The majority of participants stated that the experience was between 5 and 10 on the scale below, showing the experiences had significantly impacts on their lives. 
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PART 3.

DISCUSSION

The aim of this research was to explore the frequency of and effects of Extraordinary Experiences upon those who experience them, through the distribution of qualitative questionnaires to a sample size of 44 participants. The results of the study indicate that EEs can be considered as relatively frequent occurrences, inferred by the proportion of participants who had experienced them within the sample group. There does appear to be a correlation between those with spiritual beliefs, and those who have experienced EEs, with a significant percentage of participants reporting that their experience was profound, meaningful and had considerable effects upon their lives and worldviews. This study demonstrated a significantly higher proportion of occurrence of EE than has typically been demonstrated in previous studies and literature. Eugene and Cooper report that in 1901, Bucke conducted studies that showed the occurrence of mystical experiences was one in millions, although he did note that the prevalence of such experiences had been increasing at the time.[footnoteRef:33] As this study was conducted over 100 years ago, it is reasonable to assume that the frequentness has continued to increase. Contextualising this data with a contemporary lens can denote this significant increase as due to being cultural changes in attitude and belief systems. With the rise of secularism, spirituality has become popular in the place of organised religion, particularly within the West.[footnoteRef:34] The use of psychedelics has become increasingly socially acceptable, even being used in healthcare as a healing modality for certain trauma and psychiatric disorders.[footnoteRef:35]  [33:   Eugene, Thomas L., and Cooper, Pamela E. ‘Measurement and Incidence of Mystical Experiences: An Exploratory Study’. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, vol. 17, no. 4, 1978, JSTOR,]  [34:  KNOBLAUCH, HUBERT. ‘Popular Spirituality.’ Anthropological Journal of European Cultures, vol. 19, no. 1, 2010, pp. 24–39. JSTOR]  [35:  Brown, David Jay. ‘Psychedelic Healing?’ Scientific American Mind, vol. 18, no. 6, 2007, pp. 66–71. JSTOR] 

As well as this rise of spirituality in culture and the mainstream, there is also the phenomenon of the ‘Age of Aquarius’, which Nicholas Campion notes is often synonymous with the New Age spiritual movement. Campion categorises this as a period of time where there is a large and sustained belief that society will undergo a massive, positive transformation.[footnoteRef:36] This popular movement was considered by this research, including the statement of belief that ‘Everything is energy’ in line with Pat Collins, who argues that belief in the importance and prevalence of energy being a defining feature of many New Age practices.[footnoteRef:37]] This was particularly interesting due to the high number of Pagans who returned the questionnaire. However, the significant number of those who responded to the survey as being Spiritual could also be due to the sampling method employed by the study, which made use of opportunity sampling and resulted in the survey being shared in predominantly spiritual, Pagan and New Age forums and groups, therefore the study cannot be seen as representative of the general population. This also raises the question of whether people who are spiritually inclined are more likely to have EEs, due to the significant proportion of respondents who had experienced them. Atkins and Schubert look at religious Extraordinary Experiences and discovered that the phenomenon of EEs was not purely the result of religion, which aligns with the findings of this research as none of the EEs reported by this study occurred within a religious context, and a very minimal percentage of the respondents considered themselves to be religious.[footnoteRef:38] Further study is required, and this study would have benefitted from the use of in-depth interviews with the participants in order to further analyse the specific details of the participants’ Extraordinary Experiences as well as their cosmologies prior to, and following the EEs. Nonetheless, Eugene and Cooper argue that the cumulative nature of research findings into mystical and Extraordinary Experiences show that qualitative study into altered states of consciousness are valuable and valid, despite being largely subjective in nature.[footnoteRef:39] [36:   Campion, Nicholas. ‘The Shock of the New: The Origin of the Age of Aquarius and the 2012 Phenomenon’, Culture and Cosmos, Vol. 15 no 1, Spring/Summer 2011, pp. 17-27.]  [37:  Collins, Pat. ‘New Age Spirituality.’, 1998, pp. 91–97]  [38:  Atkins, P.; Schubert, E. ‘Are Spiritual Experiences through Music Seen as Intrinsic or Extrinsic?’ Religions, 2014, 5, pp.76-89]  [39:   Eugene, Thomas L., and Cooper, Pamela E. ‘Measurement and Incidence of Mystical Experiences: An Exploratory Study’. Journal for the Scientific Study of Religion, vol. 17, no. 4, 1978, JSTOR] 


CONCLUSION

In conclusion, this study has shown that Extraordinary Experiences are not only somewhat frequent occurrences but that they can be meaningful and impactful upon those who experience them. The qualitative approach and methodology employed was also successful in generating data into EEs and how they impacted the lives and worldviews of the participants. Through expanding the scope of mystical experiences into Extraordinary Experiences, this research has gathered information that showed over 70% of the sample group had indeed had such an experience, with over 80% of these respondents stating the experience was meaningful to them. The shared beliefs of the participants in New Age and Spiritual beliefs has produced the question of whether these experiences occur more frequently in those who are spiritually inclined, or whether the experiences themselves are a cause of the participants spiritual beliefs. Despite the research showing that the majority of participants (43.2%) felt their experience confirmed their beliefs, there was also a number of participants who said the experience did change their beliefs (24.3%). Further study is required in order to investigate these reasons in more detail. 
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How do extraordinary experiences shape a person's cosmology?
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Questionnaire  
 



You are invited to participate in a research study about the impact of extraordinary 
experiences on personal cosmologies and beliefs. The goal of this research study is to 
investigate how common extraordinary experiences are and whether they have an effect on an 
individual’s beliefs. 



This study is being conducted by Millie Nicol for completion of MA Cultural Astronomy 
or Astrology and has been approved by Jack Hunter, PhD., in association with 
University of Wales, Trinity St. Davids. 



Participation in this study is voluntary. If you agree to participate in this study, you would 
be asked about your beliefs and experiences with regards to spirituality, religion, the 
paranormal, and illicit substance use. There will be an option to opt into being interviewed in 
a follow-up interview about your experiences. 



Participating in this study may not benefit you directly, but it will help us learn. You 
may find answering some of the questions upsetting, but we expect that this would not be 
different from the kinds of things you discuss with family or friends. You may skip any 
questions you don’t want to answer and you may end the interview at any time.  



The information you will share with us if you participate in this study will be kept 
completely confidential to the full extent of the law. You may leave your personal 
information if you consent to a follow-up interview, or you can remain anonymous. It is your 
decision and consent can be withdrawn at any time.  
Your information will be assigned a code number that is unique to this study. The list 
connecting your name to this number will be kept in a locked file and only the Study Director 
and other researchers will be able to see the survey you participated in. No one at UWTSD or 
anywhere else will be able to see your survey or even know whether you participated in this 
study, par the researcher. When the study is completed and the data have been analyzed, the 
list linking participant’s names to study numbers will be destroyed. Study findings will be 
presented only in summary form and your name would not be used in any report. While the 
investigator(s) will keep your information confidential, there are some risks of data breeches 
when sending information over the internet that are beyond the control of the investigator(s).  



Please note: You must be 18 or older to participate in this study.  



!! Please do not participate in this study if mentions of the paranormal, psychic or 
existential are particularly triggering or distressing for you. !! 



If you have any questions about this study, please contact the researcher. 



By completing this survey, you are consenting to participate in this study.  



*Please print or save a copy of this form for your records. *  



By clicking next, you consent to taking part in this study.  
 
 
Part 1 – Beliefs 











 
1. What is your religion? 



a) No religion 
b) Christian   
c) Buddhist  
d) Jewish  
e) Hindu 
f) Muslim 
g) Sikh 
h) Other religion (please specify) 
i) Spiritual 



2. Do you believe in ghosts? 
3. Do you believe in aliens or multi-dimensional beings? 
4. Do you believe people can and do have psychic abilities? 
5. Do you believe that people can and do communicate with the dead (through mediums, 



psychic ability, Ouija boards etc)? 
6. Do you believe in the benefits and healing properties of plant medicines (E.g., 



ayahuasca, magic mushrooms/psilocybin)? 
7. Do you believe astral projection is real? 
8. Do you believe in reincarnation? 
9. Do you believe that people can and do remember their past lives? 
10. Do you believe that alternate dimensions exist? 
11. Do you believe there is life elsewhere in the Universe? 
12. Do you believe that the Universe can and does communicate with human beings 



through meaningful signs and synchronicities?  
13. Do you pay attention to ‘Angel numbers’ (repeating numbers or triple numbers such 



as 333 or 777) and believe that they are trying to convey a message from the 
Universe? 



14. Do you believe in God? 
15. Do you believe in Heaven and Hell? 
16. Do you believe in a Higher Power?  
17. Please tick the box that most accurately describes your belief in God/a Higher power: 



a) I believe in the traditional understanding of God and Heaven and Hell 
b) I believe that a Higher Power exists but is different to the traditional Christian 



view of God and Heaven and Hell 
c) I believe they are the same thing  
d) I do not believe in God or a Higher Power  



18. Do you believe that Earth and life on Earth is completely random and coincidental? 
19. Do you believe life is meaningful?  
20. Do you believe in the healing properties of crystals? 
21. Do you believe in Astrology? 
22. Do you believe Nature is sacred? 
23. Do you believe that ‘everything is energy’? 
24. Do you believe in fate or destiny? 
25. Do you believe in Tarot cards? 
26. Do you believe in the healing powers of Reiki and energy healing? 
27. Do you believe in manifestation and the Law of Attraction? 
28. Do you have any other views or beliefs in anything that might be considered 



untraditional or alternative? If so please list them below: 
 
 
Part 2 – Extraordinary Experiences 











IMPORTANT NOTE: 



 



This study considers the term ‘extraordinary experience’ to involve any manner of experience 



that was unusual or went beyond the realm of your everyday regular life.  



 



This may include but is not limited to experiences that may be deemed paranormal, 



mystical, psychic or religious, drug-induced (i.e. psychedelics or plant medicine), 



hallucinations or visions, meditative experiences, meaningful coincidences, signs, or 



synchronicities, near-death experiences, out-of-body experiences, UFO or mystical creature 



sightings, dreams later coming true, telepathic communication, or pre-cognitive awareness.  



Extraordinary experiences are typically characterised as being or feeling highly emotional, 



impactful or memorable occurrences.  



 



1. Would you consider yourself to have had an ‘extraordinary experience’? 
2. If no to question 1, do you know anyone personally who has had an extraordinary 



experience? 
If you answered ‘No’ to question 1, please go to Part 3. 



 
If you answered yes to Question 1, please complete the questions below: 



3. How would you define the experience? E.g., paranormal, psychic, unable to define, 
etc. 



4. Would you say the experience was impactful or meaningful for you? 
5. Did the experience change your beliefs in any way, or did it confirm them? 



a) Changed them 
b) Confirmed them  



6. If you answered a to the question above, how did it change them? 
7. Did the experience change your behaviour or actions in any way? 



a) Yes 
b) No 



8. If you answered b to the question above, how did it change your behaviour or actions? 
9. How impactful would you say the experience was on your life (on a scale from 1 – 10 



with 1 being not at all, and 10 being completely life-changing) 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 
 



Part 3 – Follow Up Interview 
 



1. Would you be happy to consent to taking part in a follow-up interview about your 
answers to this questionnaire in order to discuss extraordinary experiences and how 
they may have impacted your beliefs in more detail? 
a) Yes 
b) No 



2. If you answered ‘Yes’ to Question 1, what is your name? 
3. If you answered ‘Yes’ to Question 1, what is your email address? 










Questionnaire  

 

You are invited to participate in a research study about the impact of extraordinary 

experiences on personal cosmologies and beliefs. The goal of this research study is to 

investigate how common extraordinary experiences are and whether they have an effect on an 

individual’s beliefs. 

This study is being conducted by Millie Nicol for completion of MA Cultural Astronomy 

or Astrology and has been approved by Jack Hunter, PhD., in association with 

University of Wales, Trinity St. Davids. 

Participation in this study is voluntary.

 If you agree to participate in this study, you would 

be asked about your beliefs and experiences with regards to spirituality, religion, the 

paranormal, and illicit substance use. There will be an option to opt into being interviewed in 

a follow-up interview about your experiences. 

Participating in this study may not benefit you directly, but it will help us learn.

 You 

may find answering some of the questions upsetting, but we expect that this would not be 

different from the kinds of things you discuss with family or friends. You may skip any 

questions you don’t want to answer and you may end the interview at any time.  

The information you will share with us if you participate in this study will be kept 

completely confidential to the full extent of the law

. You may leave your personal 

information if you consent to a follow-up interview, or you can remain anonymous. It is your 

decision and consent can be withdrawn at any time.  

Your information will be assigned a code number that is unique to this study. The list 

connecting your name to this number will be kept in a locked file and only the Study Director 

and other researchers will be able to see the survey you participated in. No one at UWTSD or 

anywhere else will be able to see your survey or even know whether you participated in this 

study, par the researcher. When the study is completed and the data have been analyzed, the 

list linking participant’s names to study numbers will be destroyed. Study findings will be 

presented only in summary form and your name would not be used in any report. While the 

investigator(s) will keep your information confidential, there are some risks of data breeches 

when sending information over the internet that are beyond the control of the investigator(s).  

Please note: You must be 18 or older to participate in this study.  

!! Please do not participate in this study if mentions of the paranormal, psychic or 

existential are particularly triggering or distressing for you. !! 

If you have any questions about this study, please contact the researcher. 

By completing this survey, you are consenting to participate in this study.  

*Please print or save a copy of this form for your records. *  

By clicking next, you consent to taking part in this study.  

 

 

Part 1 – Beliefs 


image4.emf



 
1. What is your religion? 



a) No religion 
b) Christian   
c) Buddhist  
d) Jewish  
e) Hindu 
f) Muslim 
g) Sikh 
h) Other religion (please specify) 
i) Spiritual 



2. Do you believe in ghosts? 
3. Do you believe in aliens or multi-dimensional beings? 
4. Do you believe people can and do have psychic abilities? 
5. Do you believe that people can and do communicate with the dead (through mediums, 



psychic ability, Ouija boards etc)? 
6. Do you believe in the benefits and healing properties of plant medicines (E.g., 



ayahuasca, magic mushrooms/psilocybin)? 
7. Do you believe astral projection is real? 
8. Do you believe in reincarnation? 
9. Do you believe that people can and do remember their past lives? 
10. Do you believe that alternate dimensions exist? 
11. Do you believe there is life elsewhere in the Universe? 
12. Do you believe that the Universe can and does communicate with human beings 



through meaningful signs and synchronicities?  
13. Do you pay attention to ‘Angel numbers’ (repeating numbers or triple numbers such 



as 333 or 777) and believe that they are trying to convey a message from the 
Universe? 



14. Do you believe in God? 
15. Do you believe in Heaven and Hell? 
16. Do you believe in a Higher Power?  
17. Please tick the box that most accurately describes your belief in God/a Higher power: 



a) I believe in the traditional understanding of God and Heaven and Hell 
b) I believe that a Higher Power exists but is different to the traditional Christian 



view of God and Heaven and Hell 
c) I believe they are the same thing  
d) I do not believe in God or a Higher Power  



18. Do you believe that Earth and life on Earth is completely random and coincidental? 
19. Do you believe life is meaningful?  
20. Do you believe in the healing properties of crystals? 
21. Do you believe in Astrology? 
22. Do you believe Nature is sacred? 
23. Do you believe that ‘everything is energy’? 
24. Do you believe in fate or destiny? 
25. Do you believe in Tarot cards? 
26. Do you believe in the healing powers of Reiki and energy healing? 
27. Do you believe in manifestation and the Law of Attraction? 
28. Do you have any other views or beliefs in anything that might be considered 



untraditional or alternative? If so please list them below: 
 
 
Part 2 – Extraordinary Experiences 










 

1.

 

What is your religion? 

a)

 

No religion 

b)

 

Christian   

c)

 

Buddhist  

d)

 

Jewish  

e)

 

Hindu 

f)

 

Muslim 

g)

 

Sikh 

h)

 

Other religion (please specify) 

i)

 

Spiritual 

2.

 

Do you believe in ghosts? 

3.

 

Do you believe in aliens or multi-dimensional beings? 

4.

 

Do you believe people can and do have psychic abilities? 

5.

 

Do you believe that people can and do communicate with the dead (through mediums, 

psychic ability, Ouija boards etc)? 

6.

 

Do you believe in the benefits and healing properties of plant medicines (E.g., 

ayahuasca, magic mushrooms/psilocybin)? 

7.

 

Do you believe astral projection is real? 

8.

 

Do you believe in reincarnation? 

9.

 

Do you believe that people can and do remember their past lives? 

10.

 

Do you believe that alternate dimensions exist? 

11.

 

Do you believe there is life elsewhere in the Universe? 

12.

 

Do you believe that the Universe can and does communicate with human beings 

through meaningful signs and synchronicities?  

13.

 

Do you pay attention to ‘Angel numbers’ (repeating numbers or triple numbers such 

as 333 or 777) and believe that they are trying to convey a message from the 

Universe? 

14.

 

Do you believe in God? 

15.

 

Do you believe in Heaven and Hell? 

16.

 

Do you believe in a Higher Power?  

17.

 

Please tick the box that most accurately describes your belief in God/a Higher power: 

a)

 

I believe in the traditional understanding of God and Heaven and Hell 

b)

 

I believe that a Higher Power exists but is different to the traditional Christian 

view of God and Heaven and Hell 

c)

 

I believe they are the same thing  

d)

 

I do not believe in God or a Higher Power  

18.

 

Do you believe that Earth and life on Earth is completely random and coincidental? 

19.

 

Do you believe life is meaningful?  

20.

 

Do you believe in the healing properties of crystals? 

21.

 

Do you believe in Astrology? 

22.

 

Do you believe Nature is sacred? 

23.

 

Do you believe that ‘everything is energy’? 

24.

 

Do you believe in fate or destiny? 

25.

 

Do you believe in Tarot cards? 

26.

 

Do you believe in the healing powers of Reiki and energy healing? 

27.

 

Do you believe in manifestation and the Law of Attraction? 

28.

 

Do you have any other views or beliefs in anything that might be considered 

untraditional or alternative? If so please list them below: 

 

 

Part 2 – Extraordinary Experiences 
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IMPORTANT NOTE: 
 
This study considers the term ‘extraordinary experience’ to involve any manner of experience 
that was unusual or went beyond the realm of your everyday regular life.  
 
This may include but is not limited to experiences that may be deemed paranormal, 
mystical, psychic or religious, drug-induced (i.e. psychedelics or plant medicine), 
hallucinations or visions, meditative experiences, meaningful coincidences, signs, or 
synchronicities, near-death experiences, out-of-body experiences, UFO or mystical creature 
sightings, dreams later coming true, telepathic communication, or pre-cognitive awareness.  
Extraordinary experiences are typically characterised as being or feeling highly emotional, 
impactful or memorable occurrences.  
 



1. Would you consider yourself to have had an ‘extraordinary experience’? 
2. If no to question 1, do you know anyone personally who has had an extraordinary 



experience? 
If you answered ‘No’ to question 1, please go to Part 3. 



 
If you answered yes to Question 1, please complete the questions below: 



3. How would you define the experience? E.g., paranormal, psychic, unable to define, 
etc. 



4. Would you say the experience was impactful or meaningful for you? 
5. Did the experience change your beliefs in any way, or did it confirm them? 



a) Changed them 
b) Confirmed them  



6. If you answered a to the question above, how did it change them? 
7. Did the experience change your behaviour or actions in any way? 



a) Yes 
b) No 



8. If you answered b to the question above, how did it change your behaviour or actions? 
9. How impactful would you say the experience was on your life (on a scale from 1 – 10 



with 1 being not at all, and 10 being completely life-changing) 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 
 



Part 3 – Follow Up Interview 
 



1. Would you be happy to consent to taking part in a follow-up interview about your 
answers to this questionnaire in order to discuss extraordinary experiences and how 
they may have impacted your beliefs in more detail? 
a) Yes 
b) No 



2. If you answered ‘Yes’ to Question 1, what is your name? 
3. If you answered ‘Yes’ to Question 1, what is your email address? 










IMPORTANT NOTE: 

 

This study considers the term ‘extraordinary experience’ to involve any manner of experience 

that was unusual or went beyond the realm of your everyday regular life.  

 

This may include but

 is not limited to

 experiences that may be deemed 

paranormal, 

mystical, psychic or religious, drug-induced (i.e. psychedelics or plant medicine), 

hallucinations or visions, meditative experiences, meaningful coincidences, signs, or 

synchronicities, near-death experiences, out-of-body experiences, UFO or mystical creature 

sightings, dreams later coming true, telepathic communication, or pre-cognitive awareness.  

Extraordinary experiences are typically characterised as being or feeling highly emotional, 

impactful or memorable occurrences.  

 

1.

 

Would you consider yourself to have had an ‘extraordinary experience’? 

2.

 

If no to question 1, do you know anyone personally who has had an extraordinary 

experience? 

If you answered ‘No’ to question 1, please go to Part 3. 

 

If you answered yes to Question 1, please complete the questions below: 

3.

 

How would you define the experience? E.g., paranormal, psychic, unable to define, 

etc. 

4.

 

Would you say the experience was impactful or meaningful for you? 

5.

 

Did the experience change your beliefs in any way, or did it confirm them? 

a) Changed them 

b) Confirmed them  

6.

 

If you answered a to the question above, how did it change them? 

7.

 

Did the experience change your behaviour or actions in any way? 

a)

 

Yes 

b)

 

No 

8.

 

If you answered b to the question above, how did it change your behaviour or actions? 

9.

 

How impactful would you say the experience was on your life (on a scale from 1 – 10 

with 1 being not at all, and 10 being completely life-changing) 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

 

 

Part 3 – Follow Up Interview 

 

1.

 

Would you be happy to consent to taking part in a follow-up interview about your 

answers to this questionnaire in order to discuss extraordinary experiences and how 

they may have impacted your beliefs in more detail? 

a)

 

Yes 

b)

 

No 

2.

 

If you answered ‘Yes’ to Question 1, what is your name? 

3.

 

If you answered ‘Yes’ to Question 1, what is your email address? 
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