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Abstract

This article summarizes a study of 32 individuals who experienced psycho-
logical transformation following periods of intense turmoil and trauma in 
their lives. Several individuals reported temporary spiritual experiences 
following turmoil, but the majority underwent a permanent psychological 
transformation. These experiences are termed suffering-induced transforma-
tional experiences (SITEs). The types of trauma that featured included intense 
stress and upheaval, depression, bereavement, serious illness, becoming 
disabled, alcoholism, and encounters with death (through medical conditions 
or accidents). The individuals were interviewed, and the most prevalent 
characteristics of their new state of being were identified, including increased 
well-being, intensified perception, a sense of connection, improved relation-
ships, a less materialistic and more altruistic attitude, decreased cognitive 
activity, and reduced fear of death. Reasons for the transformation are sug-
gested, the most important being the dissolution of psychological attach-
ments, followed by acceptance.
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Spiritual or mystical experiences are often interpreted as overwhelmingly posi-
tive experiences. They are frequently seen as experiences of rapture, in which 
the individual may perceive reality at a heightened intensity, feel a powerful 
sense of inner well-being, experience a sense of oneness with his or her sur-
roundings, become aware of a force of benevolence and harmony that pervades 
the cosmos, and so on (Happold, 1986; Hardy, 1979; Hay, 1987; Johnson, 1959; 
Taylor, 2010).

It seems almost paradoxical, then, that the experiences are frequently induced 
by states of intense despair, depression, or mental turmoil. In Alister Hardy’s 
research (Hardy, 1979), “depression and despair” was the most common 
trigger of spiritual experiences, giving rise to 18% of experiences, with the 
next largest being 13.5% due to prayer or meditation and 12.2% due to natural 
beauty. For example, one person described the following experience:

I was going through a period of doubt and disillusion with life and torn 
by conflict . . . Quite suddenly I felt lifted beyond all the turmoil and 
conflict. There was no visual image and I knew I was sitting on a bench 
in the park, but I felt as if I was lifted above the world and looking 
down on it. The disillusion and cynicism were gone, and I felt com-
passion suffusing my whole being, compassion for all people on earth. 
I was possessed by a peace that I have never felt before or since. 
(Hardy, 1979, p. 76)

While here, another of Hardy’s (1979) respondents describes an experience 
that occurred when he was “meditating during a time of emotional stress”:

I had an intense feeling of having slipped out of time and of knowing 
in a quite different way from intellectual knowledge. Knowing with all 
my being what is meant by the concept of God is love. I felt that I had 
experienced divine love in its reality and immediacy . . . I became 
conscious of an exquisite sense of relief and peace. My gloomy doubts 
had been instantly swept away, leaving behind a new belief in the 
existence of God. (p. 109)

How can it be possible to shift from the deepest turmoil to the highest 
ecstasy in an instant? Unlike spiritual experiences induced by meditation or 
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relaxation, these experiences do not seem to be organic, to arise naturally 
from particular activities or states of mind. Instead, there is a very abrupt shift 
to a completely different state of being, one that is almost its polar opposite. 
Perhaps this is why these experiences are frequently (as in the last example) 
interpreted as being given by God, especially when they seem to come in 
response to prayer. The shift from a state of despair to joy and revelation seems 
so abrupt that it seems logical to believe that a higher power—God—has 
intervened, and actively caused the experience.

As well as one of the most frequent, turmoil and trauma may be the most 
powerful triggers of spiritual experiences, in the sense that the experiences 
they give rise to are usually of a very intense kind. The experiences are some-
times so powerful that they lead to permanent change of being, and even a 
permanent state of enlightenment.

Grof’s (2000) research into spiritual emergencies highlights this. For 
Grof, a “spiritual emergency” is an intense and dramatic experience that dis-
turbs the normal stable structure of the mind, releasing new energies and 
potentials and so bringing the possibility of psychological transformation. 
According to Grof, spiritual emergencies can be triggered by meditation, 
yoga, powerful sexual experiences, or extreme physical exertion. Perhaps 
most commonly, however, they are triggered by a traumatic emotional expe-
rience. As Grof writes,

This can be loss of an important relationship, such as the death of a 
child or another close relative, divorce, or the end of a love affair. 
Similarly, a series of failures or loss of a job or property can immedi-
ately precede the onset of spiritual emergency. (Grof, 2000, p. 137)

In most cases, spiritual emergencies bring about permanent change. They 
are a “spiritual emergence” of new potentials that usually remain manifest 
and cause a permanent change to the psyche.

Posttraumatic Growth
Research into post-traumatic growth—a term coined by Tedeschi and 
Calhoun (1998)—suggests that experiencing trauma may have positive 
effects that transcend simple adjustment and coping. Posttraumatic growth (PTG) 
typically features a shift in perception, knowledge, and skill, bringing about 
positive changes in relationships, self-perception, and attitude to life, including 
philosophical/spiritual changes (Fosse, 2005). Cryder, Kilmer, Tedeschi, and 
Calhoun (2006) describe it as “a qualitative change in functioning across 
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domains” (p. 67). They emphasize that it can bring a new sense of compe-
tency and confidence, together with a new sense of possibility, a new appre-
ciation of life, and spiritual development (Cryder et al., 2006). PTG has been 
identified in many different types of trauma, such as bereavement, rape, 
stroke victims, heart patients, and the parents of hospitalized children (Sheikh 
& Marotta, 2005).

Neal, Lichtenstein, and Banner (1999) studied the cases of 40 people who 
underwent posttraumatic growth after life events such as serious illness, divorce, 
or the loss of a job, as well as near-death experiences. Initially, most of them 
experienced a “dark night of the soul,” where their previous values were 
thrown into question, and life ceased to have any meaning. After this, they 
went through a phase of spiritual searching, trying to make sense of what had 
happened to them and to find new values. And finally, once they had found new 
spiritual principles to live by, they entered a phase of “spiritual integration,” 
when they applied these new principles. At this point, they found new mean-
ing and purpose in life, together with a gratitude for being alive, and even for 
having been through so much turmoil.

Research has also shown that many of these positive effects can occur fol-
lowing diagnosis with cancer. Kastner (1998) studied a group of breast cancer 
patients and coined the term thriving to describe their experience of personal 
development. She found that they lived more authentically, took more responsi-
bility for their own lives, had a more accepting attitude to death, and a stron-
ger relationship to the “divine.” Other studies have highlighted improved 
relationships, increased self-confidence, and higher levels of spirituality 
and appreciation for life (Stanton, Bower, & Low, 2006; Tomich & 
Helgeson, 2004).

Method
Procedure

This was a qualitative study with an idiographic focus, to explore lived expe-
rience and ascertain how individuals react to and are changed by signifi-
cant life events. As a result, a phenomenological approach was deemed 
most appropriate. Phenomenological research involves an effort to uncover 
patterns and differences within human experience while at the same time 
conveying its richness and fullness (Valle, 1998).

After gaining ethical approval, purposive sampling was used to find a 
fairly homogenous group of people who had undergone transformational or 
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spiritual experiences following periods of intense trauma and turmoil. The 
criterion for inclusion was simply that the individuals themselves felt that 
they underwent such a transformational experience. To attract participants, 
I placed an announcement on my website, reading,

I am about to begin some research on people who have had transfor-
mational or spiritual experiences as a result of psychological turmoil. 
This could be a change which comes after coming close to death, 
recovering from addiction, suffering from physical illness, depression 
or anxiety, or after loss or disappointment in life. If you have had such 
an experience and would be happy to share it with me, please contact 
me at . . .

Most of the participants made contact in this way while others were found 
through personal contacts or spontaneously among my colleagues and students. 
The participants were interviewed, either face-to-face or (distance preclud-
ing this) by telephone. Since, from the phenomenological perspective, it is 
important to focus on the meaning of the experience for the individual and his 
or her interpretation of it (Valle, 1998), it was felt important to leave space for 
the interviews to be as spontaneous as possible, so that the participants were 
able to focus on the aspects of their experiences that they felt were most sig-
nificant, without prompting. For this reason, a semistructured interview was 
most appropriate. Typically, the semistructured interview has a number of 
“set” questions or issues to cover, although it is not necessary to proceed 
through these in the same order or to use the same wording each time (Flick, 
2002). In this study, there were seven key questions (see the appendix).

Participants
A total of 32 individuals made contact with me, 23 women and 9 men. The 
forms of turmoil and trauma they experienced included general stress and 
upheaval (caused by life events, such as the end of a relationship or illness 
of a spouse), depression, bereavement, serious illness, becoming disabled, 
alcoholism, and encounters with death. In all but three cases, the participants 
had had no prior interest in self-development or spirituality. Almost all had 
worked in conventional professions—for example, an architect, an IT devel-
oper, a TV writer, a marketing manager, a manager of a heating and plumbing 
business, the manager of a launderette. The ages at which their transforma-
tional experiences occurred ranged from 15 to 45 years.
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Analysis

The texts of the interviews were transcribed from a digital recorder within 
3 days. A process of deep engagement with the data then followed, as the 
transcripts were read several times and examined for meaning and structure. 
A coding process was then used to elicit the main themes. This involved 
attaching conceptual labels to sentences, cutting these out by hand, then 
comparing and connecting them. They were arranged into clusters of 
main and subordinate or related themes. Eventually, a coherent pattern of 
prevalent—and less common—themes emerged. The number of occur-
rences of each theme was identified, so that the themes could be ranked in 
terms of their prevalence.

Results
Temporary Experiences

Eight of the experiences given to me were perceived as temporary. That 
is, the turmoil and trauma the individuals underwent triggered “spiritual 
experiences” or higher states of consciousness lasting for periods of between 
a few seconds to a few days. The prevalent characteristics of these experi-
ences were an intense sense of well-being, a sense of meaning and relief, 
intensified perception, and a sense of connection. However, after a certain 
amount of time, the individuals felt that these positive characteristics faded, 
and there was a return to a more “normal” state of consciousness.

The experiences were similar to the above reports from Hardy’s (1979) col-
lection. For example, one participant was psychologically and emotionally 
devastated when her husband suddenly left. Alone with a 2-year-old daughter 
and unable to pay her mortgage, she became so anxious that she developed an 
eating disorder and became suicidal. One particular evening, she cried for what 
seemed like hours, before falling asleep. Two or three hours later she woke up 
in the dark and was surprised that the mental torment had disappeared.

I felt the most intense love and peace and knew that all was well. Even 
though it was night the room was illuminated with light and energy. 
This light was beautiful and vibrant. It was the most beautiful feeling 
I’ve ever had. I felt such peace.

She believes that the experience lasted for a few minutes, before she fell 
asleep again. However, although she could no longer sense the same love and 
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peace, the experience left with her a sense of positivity that made her feel 
more able to cope with her difficulties.

Similarly, a woman described to me how, at the age of 20, she was suffer-
ing from serious depression, which was partly the result of her upbringing by 
an emotionally abusive mother. She became suicidal and was hospitalized for 
several weeks. Her “suffering-induced transformational experience”—as the 
experience will be termed from now on, or SITE for short—occurred during 
her hospital stay:

There was a marble on the bedside cabinet and I started playing with 
it. All of a sudden, I saw reality as simply this perfect one-ness. I felt 
suddenly removed from everything that was personal. Everything 
seemed just right. The marble seemed a reflection of the universe. All 
my “problems” and my suffering suddenly seemed meaningless, ridicu-
lous, simply a misunderstanding of my true nature and everything 
around me. There was a feeling of acceptance and oneness. It was a 
moment of enlightenment. The euphoria and inexplicable rush of 
“knowledge and understanding” (it was like suddenly gaining access 
to a whole new comprehension of what we call “reality”) following 
this episode lasted for days.

As a final example of a temporary SITE, one participant—a middle-aged 
man—went through a long period of inner turmoil due to confusion about his 
sexuality. He was married with children, but had always felt sexual attraction 
toward men. Finally, he began to realize that he was denying his true self, and 
that he had to come out. And inevitably, as he realized this, his marriage 
began to break down. As he describes it:

It was our last family holiday before the break up. We were in Tunisia 
and went on an excursion down to the Sahara. We went on a camel ride 
across part of the desert and at the end of the day, I sat on the sand dune 
watching the sunset. There were quite a few people around but it was 
as if everyone else disappeared. Everything just ceased to be. I lost all 
sense of time. I lost myself. I had a feeling of being totally at one with 
nature, with a massive sense of peace. I was a part of the scene. There 
was no “me” anymore. I was just sitting there watching the sun set over 
the desert, aware of the enormity of life, the power of nature, and I never 
wanted it to end.

I’ve never had another experience like it, but I somehow know that 
it’s always there.
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Permanent Transformation

However, most of the participants—24 out of 32—felt that they had undergone 
permanent transformation. Their transformational experience led to a perma-
nently transformed state. All 24 initially had a powerful spiritual experience 
similar to the above, but rather than fading away, this heralded a shift to a new 
psychological state. They felt reborn, that they had taken on a different identity, 
with a different perception of and relationship to the world, a different attitude 
to life, new values and perspectives, and different relationships. Some of them 
initially expected this transformation to fade, but it had not done so. In some 
cases, it had been decades since their shift, with no diminishing of its effects. 
For example, one person’s happened 25 years ago, another 30 years ago, and 
longest of all—in the case of an 89-year-old man—60 years ago.

One participant described the shift as follows: “It’s like there are two 
people—there’s a before and after.” Another remarked, “I guess I can say I gave 
birth to my self or to ‘the self,’” while another told me, “There’s no going 
back. I’m a different person now, for the rest of my life.”

A woman who had a SITE after a long period of turmoil following the 
death of her daughter described the transformation beautifully:

The way it feels is that I’ve permanently broken through to another 
state. I’ve moved up to another level of awareness which I know is 
going to stay with me. One day, a shift occurs, and a different picture 
suddenly emerges showing you who you really are—an eternal being, 
far more powerful and amazing than you ever thought possible. I knew 
without doubt that I’d witnessed the absolute truth and, having experi-
enced it with such clarity, there’s no going back. It’s like the transfor-
mation a caterpillar goes through during the chrysalis stage before 
emerging as a butterfly.

Major Codes
Overall, 12 main codes were identified. Most of them were characteristics of the 
permanent transformation, whereas others were characteristics—or aftereffects—
of the temporary experiences too. (Even if the experience itself was perceived as 
temporary, participants felt that it had brought about lasting changes in them). 
Here “T” indicates a code relating to temporary experiences whereas “P” indi-
cates a code relating to an experience of permanent transformation. The 12 major 
codes are illustrated with quotes from different participants:
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• A State of Greater Well-being (T and P—32 occurrences)

I’m just so so fortunate to be alive on this planet . . . I just feel so 
privileged to be on this earth and to have been given this awareness.

It’s very comforting and very empowering and it makes you feel very 
safe.

I realized that just plain life itself is a pure miracle in every second!

I’m rarely, if ever, unhappy . . . I feel whole, and at peace.

• Intensified Perception (T and P—32 occurrences)

Everything I look at has this beautiful and uncanny clarity.

Sometimes I just like to sit there and look at the sky, and the trees and 
my garden, and it’s all so beautiful and alive.

A great sense of appreciation for the little things—not just the spec-
tacular beauty of a flowering tree, but the beauty of even the most 
insignificant objects, even inanimate objects.

The air is clean and fresh and everything is just so vibrant and vivid.

• Sense of Connection (T and P—30 occurrences)

I have this tremendous feeling of connectedness.

It’s a knowing that you are a part of something far more wonderful, far 
more mysterious.

It’s not so much a question of appreciating nature as feeling more con-
nected to it and realizing that I need it.

I no longer felt separateness between myself and the world around me. 
I felt a oneness with my surroundings, inanimate and animate.

• Improved Relationships (T and P—28 occurrences)



Taylor 39

[Other people] can sense my compassion, and as a result my relation-
ships are much better than they were before.

Because I’m more present with other people, I’m connecting with 
them more. They’ve responded to the change in me and become more 
present as well. So my relationships have definitely improved.

It’s definitely improved my relationships with other people. When 
other people are ego driven, I can spot this rather than react to it. 
I don’t confront them, or try to belittle them. I recognize that other 
people are part of the same substance as me, so I respond with compas-
sion to them.

My relationships are certainly different. I’m more empathic and aware 
of other people’s feelings.

• Less Materialistic Attitude (T and P—25 occurrences)

I’m not interested in buying things or trying to impress other people.

I used to like home comforts, but now I hate having things I don’t need. 
I feel more inclined to give things away.

I used to daydream about winning awards [this participant is a televi-
sion writer] but now I don’t want to win an award for anything. I’m 
interested in living as harmonious and peaceful a life as possible.

• Pleasure in Doing Nothing and Being Alone (P—24 occurrences)

The old me tried to avoid being by myself—although I hardly ever got 
the chance anyway—but now I’m quite happy to do nothing on my own.

I love doing nothing. In the summer I can just sit in a reclining chair 
on my front porch and watch the leaves on the trees, the birds, an ant 
crawling up my leg. I just disappear.

I’m quite happy to do nothing on my own. I’m quite happy just to sit 
on my settee, reading or watching a bit of TV, talking to my dog, 
drinking a bit of wine—and I can really feel fulfilled.
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Although I spend a good bit of time alone, I’m never lonely. I enjoy 
solitude a great deal. I feel whole, and at peace.

• More Altruistic Attitude (T and P—24 occurrences)

I feel like I’m here to help other people who’ve been diagnosed with 
cancer.

There’s certainly this feeling that I should put something back.

I want to share that with as many other people as I can.

This characteristic was also reflected in the career changes that many of 
the participants made after their transformations. In most cases, they gave up 
their previous professions for roles that were more altruistic and meaningful. 
For example, one gave up his career as an architect to train as a person-
centered counselor; another gave up her career in design to campaign for 
peace and work for charities. A woman who was an IT manager now works 
as a therapist for breast cancer patients; a man gave up his career as a sales 
executive to become an author and philanthropist. Others gave up their previ-
ous jobs or businesses, but have yet to find any fixed role to replace them.

• Incomprehension (T and P—21 occurrences)

This is a more complex characteristic that requires some explanation. 
Since the great majority of the participants had little knowledge of spiritual 
traditions or experiences, they generally did not understand the nature of 
their transformation at first. As one participant—who is now an author and 
spiritual teacher—told me,

A sudden awakening doesn’t mean a sudden understanding. I only knew 
I was at peace and I didn’t know why . . . Being able to talk about it to 
others, to explain it to others, let alone help them—that came years later.

In a minority of cases, this incomprehension led to difficulties. This was 
partly because of the dismissive and uncomprehending attitude of relatives 
and friends, which led participants to think of their new state as aberrational. 
For example, one participant underwent a SITE during the early 1950s and 
met with so much incomprehension that, “I started to think I’d just gone 
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mad.” He went through a period of deep frustration, until a further transfor-
mational experience dissolved his doubts and firmly established his new state 
of being.

Another participant—who almost died through drowning—denied his 
transformation. Without a conceptual framework to make sense of it, he tried 
to ignore it. In his words, “For the next 18 months, I acted as if nothing had 
happened. I worked even harder, drank even more and took more drugs.” 
Eventually—at the end of those 18 months—he experienced a sudden shift, 
when the transformation he had been trying to suppress apparently burst 
through his resistance:

All of a sudden I just got it. Everything became crystal clear. I just 
thought “What am I doing? I am running away from the truth of what 
happened to me, and all the bizarre experiences I went through 18 months 
ago.” I was running away from it because of my narrow worldview, 
my conditioning.

However, in every case, this period of incomprehension was only tempo-
rary. Gradually, the participants were drawn toward books about personal 
transformation, to practices such as meditation or yoga, or to others who had 
undergone similar experiences. They did eventually establish a conceptual 
framework that enabled them to comprehend their new state and integrate it 
into their lives.

Generally, though, the incomprehension from their friends and relatives 
continued. This is one of the few negative effects the participants experi-
enced: Although they reported better relationships with people in general, in 
some cases their relationships to their partners and other close relatives and 
friends had deteriorated. One said that her husband now thinks “I’ve gone 
totally crazy—but that’s his problem.” One mentioned that her mother felt so 
discomfited by her new self that she shouted, “I want my daughter back!” 
Another said that she “had grown away from the people around me. I feel like 
it’s going to take some time for them to accept me as I am now.”

• Decreased Cognitive Activity—Quiet Minds (P—20 occurrences)

The most profound change has been the disappearance of egoic con-
sciousness. There’s no little voice in the head.

The thoughts are still there, but I don’t feel as involved with it as I used 
to, and it’s getting easier to stop it.



42  Journal of Humanistic Psychology 52(1)

My mind had slowed down. It was far less active. There were long 
periods in my daily life where there was no-thinking or very little think-
ing or only important thinking. I was no longer identified with thought 
processes. Those compulsive automatic processes had subsided, the 
noisy mind which I had identified with, which had covered up the deeper 
dimension within me. But at the time but I didn’t know that directly, only 
through the peace that I felt.

• Living in the Present (P—18 occurrences)

Now I live very much in the present. When you have a realization of 
what really matters, it stops you getting lost in negative thoughts, 
which I used to do.

I spend a lot of time in the present. In the past, when friends came 
round and told me about their problems, I’d get really involved.

It’s a lesson in awareness, stop and be in the present moment.

• Stepping Back—No Longer Pushing to Make Things Happen 
(P—17 occurrences)

When I was working my attitude was “I’ve got to make things happen.” 
But now it’s not trying so hard, it’s letting things happen.

It’s this understanding that there is something working on a higher 
level than you are. You don’t have anything to worry about.

I breathed freely and easily and deeply and effortlessly. Everything 
happened effortlessly.

Before I found it difficult to wait for things to happen, but now I enjoy 
the waiting. In fact it doesn’t bother me much whether things happen 
or not.

• Reduced Fear of Death (P—15 occurrences)

I don’t fear death, although I wouldn’t choose it.

Life is precious. But you shouldn’t be afraid of death either.
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I’ve always believed in life after death but I always felt a bit uneasy 
about it because of how I was living. But now I embrace it. I’m not 
afraid. I know we’re part of something bigger, and when I die I know 
that will continue, in a different form.

It took all fear of death away. Once you know that the bliss of life 
continues and is amplified in the bliss of death, you will have no fear 
of death anymore.

Discussion
Self-Actualization and “Enlightenment”

Many of these characteristics are similar to those of the “self-actualized” 
state described by Maslow (1970). According to Maslow, self-actualized 
individuals are less materialistic and self-centered but more altruistic than 
others, with a greater need for peace and solitude and a sense of duty or mis-
sion that transcends their personal ambitions or desires. They also have a great 
capacity for appreciation, and a constant freshness of perception. The above 
characteristics suggest, therefore, that the participants have become “self-
actualized.”

Alternatively, they can be seen as having become—at least to some degree—
“enlightened.” Characteristics such as inner well-being, heightened percep-
tion, a sense of connection or oneness, a quiet mind, present-centeredness, 
and so on have traditionally been seen as characteristics of the “enlightened” 
or “spiritually awakened” state (e.g., Nisargadatta Maharaj, 2003; Ramana 
Maharshi, 1963; Underhill, 1960). This does not necessarily mean that the 
participants have become “enlightened” in the same way that figures such as 
the Buddha, Meister Eckhart (O’Neal, 1996), or Ramana Maharshi were. Just 
as different intensities or levels of spiritual experiences or higher states of 
consciousness have been identified (James, 1985; Taylor, 2010; Underhill, 
1960), one can think in terms of different degrees of “enlightened” states. For 
example, there may be individuals who have a greater sense of connection 
with the cosmos, a quieter mind, a stronger sense of well-being, and so on. 
Although some of the participants do appear to have attained what I would 
categorize as a “high intensity” of enlightenment, the majority appear to be of 
a lower intensity.

A reductionist way of explaining SITEs would be to interpret them as a 
psychological defense mechanism. One might argue that the participants 
could not deal with the turmoil and trauma facing them and so created a 
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delusory alternate reality, the polar opposite to their harsh reality. This is 
similar to the development of dissociative personality disorder, which is also 
often a reaction to stress and turmoil (Pearson, 1997). There the personality 
reacts to stress by splitting up, whereas with SITEs—to continue the reduc-
tionist argument—the individual creates a benevolent alternate reality.

The main argument against this view is that the new state the participants 
experience is manifestly not a regression, but a progression. In every respect, 
this state is more integrated and advanced than a normal psychological state. 
As we have seen, the participants have a more intense awareness of their sur-
roundings, are relatively free of the normal psychological discord (e.g., worry, 
anxiety, and constant thought-chatter) that plagues the human mind; they are 
less selfish, more altruistic and empathic, and have better relationships, and 
so on. Life for them is richer and more fulfilling. Surely a state of regression 
of delusion would bring an impairment of some form, a loss of abilities, and 
a deterioration of functions. But in every way, the participants have gained 
and improved. The state they experience is not an evasion of reality but a 
journey deeper into reality.

Similarities and Differences With Religious Conversion
When a person converts to a religion such as Christianity or Islam—or to a 
cult religion such as scientology or the Moonies—they may also feel as if they 
are reborn, with a new sense of identity and a new way of seeing the world 
(hence the term born-again Christians). The world suddenly makes sense to 
them and they feel a new sense of purpose and meaning. Research has shown 
that religious conversions are often triggered by turmoil and trauma too, espe-
cially intense frustration and dissatisfaction, and relationship problems. (Ullman, 
1989; Zinnbauer & Pargament, 1998). In the Varieties of Religious Experience, 
William James (1985) describes conversion as a process by which an indi-
vidual who felt themselves to be “wrong, inferior and unhappy becomes uni-
fied and consciously right, superior and happy.” (p. 189).

However, there are some significant differences between SITEs and reli-
gious conversion. Whereas SITEs are mostly sudden, research has deempha-
sized the abrupt nature of conversion, noting that many conversions are 
much more gradual and long term, and that even conversions that appear 
to be abrupt and immediate often take place within the context of a much 
longer process of development, often with a lengthy spiritual search and 
struggle beforehand (Barnhart & Barnhart, 1981; Holte, 1992). Other 
research has suggested that religious conversion occurs mainly among ado-
lescents (Barnhart & Barnhart, 1981), whereas the 24 permanently transformed 
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participants of this study were, on average, much older at the time of their 
transformation. Apart from a 22-year-old man who was diagnosed with cancer 
and two who had SITEs at the age of 29 years, all of the participants were in 
the 30s and 40s.

Another possible difference is that religious conversion often involves the 
acceptance of certain concepts and beliefs and adhering to a particular belief 
system whereas the transformation of these participants does not include this 
conceptual aspect (although of course their values and attitudes undergo 
transformation as a result of the experience). In fact, the participants appear 
to have become more free of beliefs and concepts.

Finally, religious conversions are often temporary. After a certain amount 
of time, the convert’s initial fervor usually begins to fade away or their sense 
of alienation and frustration might diminish as they grow older, so that they 
no longer need the psychological support of the religion. Alternatively, they 
may convert to another religion or cult, replacing one belief system with 
another. On the other hand, as we have seen, the participants’ transformed 
state appears to be stable and permanent.

Possible Explanations for SITEs
So why do trauma and turmoil have the ability to trigger psychological 
transformation?

There may to be two reasons for this, which normally work together. 
First—and perhaps less significantly—when stress or anxiety are constant 
over a long period and build up to a high-enough intensity, the structure of 
the psyche may dissolve. The pressure becomes so intense that the structure 
cannot maintain itself. In most cases, this equates with a psychotic break—
the collapse of the psyche leaves a vacuum, and the person feels defenseless 
and emotionally unstable, unable to cope. But for a few individuals, this is 
not a breakdown but a “breakup”—a new self emerges into the vacuum. 
Another, latent self-system—or psychological structure—unfolds and estab-
lishes itself, almost like a butterfly emerging from a caterpillar larva.

However, perhaps the main reason why turmoil and trauma can trigger 
transformation is because they have the effect of dissolving psychological 
attachments. Under normal circumstances, most human beings are psycho-
logically attached to a large number of constructs, such as hopes and ambi-
tions for the future, beliefs and ideas concerning life and the world, the 
knowledge they have accumulated, and their image of themselves, including 
their sense of status, their appearance, and accomplishments and achieve-
ments. These are accoutrements that become attached to the sense of self. At 
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the same time, there are more tangible attachments, such as possessions, jobs, 
or other roles (such as parent, husband, or wife), and other individuals whose 
approval and attention we might crave. These provide food for the psycho-
logical construct of the self-image, supporting the sense of identity such as 
scaffolding, and providing a sense of well-being and security. They are the 
building blocks of the sense of “I.” The individual feels that he or she is 
“someone” because he or she has hopes, beliefs, status, a job, and posses-
sions, and because other human beings give him or her approval.

The important point is that during states of trauma and turmoil, these psy-
chological attachments—at least some of them—are dissolved. This is the 
very reason why a person suffers despair or depression: because the con-
structs he or she has been dependent on to sustain his or her well-being have 
been removed; the “scaffolding” that supports his or her sense of identity has 
fallen away. Hopes and beliefs have been shown to be illusions; possessions 
and status have been taken away, friends or lovers have rejected him or her. 
As a result, the person feels naked and lost, as if his or her identity has been 
destroyed. But at this very point he or she is, paradoxically, close to a state of 
liberation.

Kubler-Ross and Kassler (2000) make a similar point, suggesting that bat-
tling illness and facing death can “slew off” the roles and masks that cover 
the true self. As Kubler-Ross and Kassler (2000) note, “Our inherent gifts are 
often hidden by layers of masks and roles we’ve assumed. The roles . . . can 
become ‘rocks’ burying our true selves.” (p. 25). Kubler-Ross and Kassler 
use the phrase “chipping away the excess” to describe how illness and death 
can release us from these (p. 35).

This may be the reason why some severe alcoholics and other addicts have 
had powerful transformational experiences on reaching “rock bottom,” the 
point when their addiction has destroyed their lives and they can no longer 
sustain themselves with hopes or illusions. One of the participants of this 
study lost almost everything because of his alcoholism—his family, his 
house, his money, and his job. He became suicidal, but since he believed in 
life after death, he decided that that was not the answer. He started attending 
AA meetings, and after going to them every night for 3 weeks, underwent a 
sudden transformation:

Somebody suggested that since I had a problem that was too big for me 
to deal with, I should think about handing it over. I asked, ‘Hand it 
over to who?’ They said, “Well whatever your higher power is, if you 
believe that there is some entity out there. Why don’t you simply ask 
them to do it for you?”
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So I did it. I actually physically sat down that night and handed it 
over. I went through the process and said, “Okay, I can’t do it by myself 
but if you’re a higher power, this is within your ability.” So I did and it 
went. And I would class it as a miracle. Sitting in front of the gas fire 
in a small room with the wallpaper peeling off, on a chair with horse 
hair sticking out, I felt so content, so at peace. It was quite unbelievable.

After that, I felt like I was on honeymoon. I didn’t have a trouble 
in the world. I owned nothing, I was happy to own nothing. I looked 
at other people and felt sorry for them because they didn’t have what 
I had . . .

The important concept here may be acceptance. Detachment appears to 
become a positive, transformational state when it is accepted—that is, when 
the individual no longer fights or resists his or her predicament, but surrenders 
to it. For many of the participants, there was a single identifiable point when 
this acceptance occurred. The point where the participant above “handed 
over” was his point of acceptance. One participant heard a voice inside his 
head saying, “Let go, man, let go. Look at how you’re holding on. What do 
you think life’s telling you?” This participant—who had become seriously 
disabled—realized that he was still trying to cling to his old life. However, 
once he made the mental effort to accept his new predicament, he underwent 
transformation. One participant’s transformation occurred when she decided 
that her situation was hopeless and she should not expect her life to improve. 
In a very similar way, another transformation occurred after the person decided 
there was no point striving to change her life anymore and “gave up.”

Detachment may also be the major reason why encounters with death can 
lead to transformation. Death dissolves psychological attachments in a more 
powerful and dramatic way than any other event. If an individual knows he 
or she has only have a certain amount of time left to live, the future closes 
down for him or her, dissolving his or her hopes and ambitions. A dying per-
son is stripped of every externality, every accoutrement, everything that 
defined his or her identity or gave him/her security and well-being. Many 
individuals who face death do not progress beyond this state and so die in a 
state of bitterness and disappointment. But again, once this state is accepted, 
transformation may occur.

The German Zen Buddhist Karlfried Graf von Durckheim noted this with 
cases of spiritual transformation he came across during the Second World 
War. They occurred when the soldiers, concentration camp inmates, and ref-
ugees accepted their predicament, including the fact that they were probably 
going to die. As he described it:
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Many of us have experienced the nearness of death—in air raids, ill-
ness, or at other times of mortal danger—and have found that if, at the 
very moment when terror engulfs us and our inner resistance collapses, 
we can somehow submit and accept . . . we are suddenly calm, our 
fears are instantly forgotten, and we have the certainty that there is 
something in us that death and destruction cannot touch . . . We are 
suddenly, inexplicably conscious of a new and invincible strength. 
We do not know its source or its purpose—we only know that we are 
standing in it, that it encloses us utterly. This is a sign that Being has 
touched us and been able to penetrate our innermost being, because the 
shell we had fashioned for ourselves—and that cuts us off from it—has 
been atomized (Durckheim, 1992, p. 16).

Significantly, acceptance is also the final stage of Kubler-Ross’s (2005) 
five-stage process of dealing with trauma and loss, the preceding four stages 
being anger, denial, bargaining, and depression.

Avenues of Further Research
One of the most puzzling aspects of SITEs is why some individuals undergo 
them, but not others. Why are trauma and turmoil just intensely painful expe-
riences for the vast majority, unredeemed by any positive factors, whereas 
for a small minority they can lead to growth and transformation? Is there, for 
example, a particular personality type who is more likely to have a SITE?

Based on this study and previous research, a number of factors can be 
tentatively suggested. One of these is the degree to which the individual is 
prepared to directly face his or her predicament. Research suggests that 
avoidance reduces the potential for transformation. Lancaster and Palframan 
(2009) investigated a number of individuals’ responses to traumatic events 
such as illness, alcoholism, and domestic abuse. They found that posttrau-
matic growth was less likely to occur when individuals avoided thinking or 
talking about their problem. However, those who did confront and accept 
their predicament underwent significant personal growth, describing them-
selves as more serene and at ease with themselves, and feeling as though 
there was more meaning and purpose in their lives.

This suggests that two personal qualities that may increase the likelihood 
of transformation are courage and realism. More courageous individuals are 
more likely to face up to their predicament, with all the anxiety and horror 
that may entail (at least initially). At the same time, those who are more real-
istic are less likely to delude themselves with false hopes.
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Courage and realism can be seen as the preliminary stage to acceptance. 
However, there may also be personality factors that determine whether accep-
tance can occur, even after a person has confronted his or her predicament. It 
may be that individuals with a more controlling nature, with a strong need to 
feel that they are consciously directing the course of their lives, are less likely 
to accept loss or illness, and so less likely to experience transformation. 
However, this might be determined more clearly by further research.

Another area that could also be clarified is the relationship between gender 
and SITEs. This study suggests that women are more likely to undergo the 
experience than men: 23 of the 32 participants were women. Of course, other 
variables may be involved here: for example, perhaps women were simply 
more willing to come forward and volunteer their experiences.

The frequency of SITEs would also be worthy of investigation. The ease 
with which participants of this study were obtained—among my students and 
colleagues as well through visitors to my website—suggests that the experi-
ence may be more common than is normally presumed.

Conclusion
SITEs are a type of psychological shift that can occur, without warning, after 
intense periods of trauma and turmoil. Frequently they bring about a perma-
nent transformation of identity, crystallizing a new psychological state that 
is equivalent to self-actualization, or even “enlightenment.” This state may 
be seen as latent within someperhaps even all—individuals, but only able to 
form once the normal psyche dissolves as a structure. It has been suggested 
that this dissolution is due to the breaking of the psychological attachments 
that sustain the normal sense of self.

Appendix
Semistructured Interview Questions

1. What was the nature of your experience?
2. How has your attitude to life changed since the experience?
3. Has your attitude to material things changed?
4. Do you feel there is any difference in your relations to other people?
5. Are you happy to do nothing?
6. What do you think are the most important goals in life?
7. Do you think the transformation is permanent?
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