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Near-Death Experiences — Evidence Review
Van Lommel study summary, cross-cultural data, AWARE study overview, aftereffects, and clinical
implications

Overview

Near-death experiences (NDEs) are reported by 10–20% of cardiac arrest survivors who are resuscitated. The

experience typically involves some combination of: a sense of peace and painlessness, movement through a

tunnel or darkness toward a light, a life review, encounters with deceased relatives or religious figures, a sense

of a border that cannot be crossed, and reluctant return to the body.

What makes the research compelling is not the content of the experiences but their consistency — across

cultures, religions, age groups, and even among those with no prior belief in an afterlife. The Dutch study

published in The Lancet in 2001 remains the most methodologically rigorous prospective study to date.

The Van Lommel Study (The Lancet, 2001)

• 344 cardiac arrest survivors across 10 Dutch hospitals

• Prospective design — collected before patients knew about NDEs

• 18% reported NDE with clear recollections

• 8 patients reported veridical out-of-body experiences

• Experiences were independent of duration of cardiac arrest

• Controlled for medication, fear, and prior religious belief

The AWARE Study (Parnia et al., 2014)

• Prospective multi-hospital study of consciousness during cardiac arrest

• One verified case of veridical perception during cardiac arrest

• Patient accurately described room events during period of documented unconsciousness

• AWARE II study ongoing with expanded methodology

What Cannot Be Explained by Current Models

• Clear, structured consciousness during EEG-flat cardiac arrest

• Veridical perceptions of room events during unconsciousness

• Cross-cultural consistency despite varied religious backgrounds

• Profound and lasting personality changes post-NDE

• Reduced fear of death, increased altruism, decreased materialism
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• Children reporting NDEs with elements they had no cultural exposure to

Proposed Explanations and Their Limitations

Theory What It Explains What It Cannot Explain

Hypoxia / anoxia Tunnel, light Veridical perceptions, structured narratives

Endorphin release Sense of peace Specific content, life review, encounters

REM intrusion Dreamlike qualities Occurrence during cardiac arrest with flat EEG

Temporal lobe seizure Some visual/auditory content Coherent narrative, lasting personality change

Expectation / culture Some content variation Cross-cultural consistency, atheist NDEs, child NDEs

Gamma wave surge Brief cortical activity Veridical perceptions, phenomenological richness

NDE Aftereffects

Research consistently documents lasting changes in people who experience NDEs:

• Reduced or eliminated fear of death

• Increased empathy and altruism

• Decreased interest in material success

• Increased spiritual awareness (often non-denominational)

• Greater appreciation for life and relationships

• Some report difficulty readjusting to "normal" life
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