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Abstract
This study investigates the perspectives of long-term meditators (LTMs) 
on death, focusing on their beliefs, emotional responses, and sense-making 
processes related to the end of life. Drawing on the responses obtained 
through direct interviews with 45 experienced practitioners, we utilized 
thematic analysis to identify a distinctive pattern of existential attitudes 
shaped by long-term contemplative practice. The most common view (40%) 
was that consciousness persists beyond physical death, an inference often 
grounded in direct meditative experiences of awareness as a nonphysical 
and enduring presence. A significant proportion (28.9%) viewed death as a 
natural and inevitable process to be accepted without fear or attachment, 
reflecting the psychological mechanism of decentering cultivated through 
mindfulness practices. Compared to general population data, LTMs were 
significantly less likely to endorse materialist views of consciousness 
cessation (6.7% vs. 23%), suggesting that advanced contemplative training 
may shift existential beliefs in measurable ways. The findings suggest a 
nuanced and nondogmatic approach to mortality among LTMs, characterized 
by an openness to mystery and equanimity. This study offers novel insights 
into how sustained contemplative practice may fundamentally alter one’s 
relationship with death, with implications for psychology, spiritual care, and 
consciousness studies.
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Introduction

The question of how human beings conceptualize the end of life is central to 
existential psychology and philosophical inquiry. While terror management 
theory suggests that the awareness of inevitable death creates a potential for 
paralyzing anxiety, often mitigated by cultural worldviews or symbolic 
immortality (Becker, 1973; Solomon et al., 2015), contemplative traditions 
suggest an alternative trajectory: that the direct investigation of conscious-
ness can fundamentally alter the fear of death. The primary aim of this study 
is to investigate how long-term meditators (LTMs), individuals with long-
term, intensive practice, respond to the existential query: “What are your 
personal opinions on the meaning, sense, and emotions related to the end of 
life?”

LTMs are defined as long-term practitioners, typically with over 5 years of 
consistent daily practice, who have reported attaining profound experiential 
states through their discipline (Ehmann et al., 2025; Sparby & Sacchet, 2024, 
2025). Among the most significant of these states is the experience of pristine 
consciousness, an awake, aware state devoid of conventional mental content 
such as thoughts, memories, or sensory perceptions. This experience is 
known by various names across contemplative traditions, including Turiya, 
Rigpa, Samadhi, Jhana, Dzogchen, and Satori. Key experiential markers of 
this state include an exceptional degree of mental clarity and vigilance, a 
pervasive emotion akin to unconditional love, and a profound dissolution of 
the boundaries of the personal self into a sense of oneness with existence 
(Ekici et al., 2020; Laukkonen et al., 2023; Meling, 2022; Nave et al., 2021).

Practitioners who access such states often report that they provide a direct, 
first-person insight into the fundamental nature of consciousness itself, which 
they come to identify as their “true nature.” Consequently, these experiences 
can catalyze a radical transformation in an individual’s self-concept. The 
locus of identity may shift away from the limited, biographical ego defined 
by personal history and a physical body, toward a more expansive, timeless, 
and unbound form of consciousness. This ontological shift suggests that the 
prospect of death, traditionally viewed as the cessation of the self, may be 
interpreted in a fundamentally different light.

Despite the growing interest in the neuroscience and psychology of medi-
tation, there remains a paucity of qualitative research specifically examining 
the thanatological views of this specific population. Understanding these 
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views is significant not only for the field of contemplative studies but also for 
the broader “hard problem” of consciousness, the debate regarding whether 
consciousness is a by-product of neural processes or a fundamental aspect of 
reality (Chalmers, 2020).

By analyzing the accounts of those who have spent thousands of hours 
exploring the nature of mind, this study aims to provide empirical data on 
whether such practices lead to a distinct consensus on the nature of death.

Method

Participants

Forty-five long-term meditators (LTMs), 24 women and 21 men, were 
recruited by the first author through contact with various Italian meditation 
centers and organizations using snowball sampling. The average age of par-
ticipants was 56.5 years (SD = 12.2; range 28–80).

The only criteria for inclusion as LTMs were that, according to Ehmann 
et al. (2025), any form of daily meditation should be practiced for at least 
5 years; consequently their meditation status, was based solely on the dura-
tion of meditation practice.

Participants’ average duration of practice was 17.6 years (SD = 12.2 years; 
range 5–59 years), with an estimated average total of 4,207 hr of practice 
(SD = 2,964). They were not paid for their participation.

Their meditation practices were derived from various Buddhist traditions 
such as Vipassana (Mahasi, Goenka), Zen (Rinzai, Soto), Tibetan Buddhism 
(Karma Kagyu, Nyingma, Vajrayana Ganden Nyengyu), and secular mind-
fulness-based approaches (e.g., mindfulness based stress reduction, mindful-
ness-oriented meditation), as well as other spiritual traditions such as Vedic, 
Gnostic Anthropology, and Satyananda-Bihar Yoga.

Ethics Approval

All procedures were conducted in accordance with the ethical standards of 
the Institutional and/or National Research Committee and the 1964 Helsinki 
Declaration and its subsequent amendments. The study was approved by the 
Ethics Committee of the Science of Consciousness Research Group, Approval 
Code: 2/2024. Written informed consent was obtained from all participants.

Procedure

Meditators were contacted individually via telephone or video calls to explain 
the aims and procedures of the study. As part of a broader interview focused 
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on their highest meditation experiences described in Mattiussi and Tressoldi’s 
(2025) study, participants were asked to respond to the open-ended question: 
What are your personal opinions on the meaning, sense, and emotions related 
to the end of life? Interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim.

Data Analysis

The transcribed responses were analyzed using inductive thematic analysis 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2019) to identify recurring patterns and meanings 
within the data. The analysis followed a multistage coding process. First, the 
authors independently familiarized themselves with the transcripts, noting 
initial impressions. Second, initial codes were generated from the data in a 
bottom-up manner, without imposing preexisting theoretical categories. 
Third, codes were collated into potential themes.

Credibility was supported through independent familiarization and induc-
tive (bottom-up) coding by both authors, followed by iterative discussions to 
reconcile discrepancies and refine candidate themes until consensus was 
reached. We have clarified the process by which codes were merged, themes 
were jointly reviewed, and final themes were agreed upon.

Transferability was addressed by providing a detailed description of the 
study context, participants, and analytic approach (and by reporting themes 
with illustrative quotations), enabling readers to judge the applicability of 
findings to other settings.

Dependability (consistency) was strengthened via a documented multi-
stage analytic procedure (familiarization → coding → theme develop-
ment → review/refinement), a stable coding framework that evolved through 
iterative team review. Explicit consideration of thematic saturation, indicat-
ing that further data collection was unlikely to yield new core themes (Ahmed, 
2025; Hennink et al., 2017) was monitored after 40 interviews and confirmed 
by 45 interviews.

Confirmability was enhanced through reflexive attention to potential 
researcher assumptions during analysis and through team-based review to 
reduce the influence of any single analyst’s perspective. In addition, we 
ensured transparency by making all raw transcripts available in the 
Supplemental Material (see “Data Availability”), allowing readers to inspect 
the underlying data supporting the interpretations.

Results

The thematic analysis of the 45 responses revealed a distinct distribution of 
existential attitudes toward death. Four primary themes emerged: (1) 
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Consciousness Continuity, (2) Natural Process and Acceptance, (3) Mystery 
and Agnosticism, and (4) Materialist Cessation.

Theme 1: Consciousness Continuity (40%)

The most prevalent view, shared by 18 participants (40%), was that con-
sciousness persists beyond the death of the physical body. This category 
includes those who believe consciousness continues through reincarnation, 
spiritual continuity, or a transformation into a different state. Notably, this 
belief was often framed not as religious dogma but as a logical inference 
derived from the direct experience of consciousness as distinct from the body.

For example, LTM 1 (78, Male, 35 years of practice) described death as a 
transition rather than an end:

The end of life, in my perspective, is not an end but a transformation of 
consciousness. It is a shift from an embodied state to a different, less limited state 
.  .  . I believe that death is an illusion of the senses and that the soul survives in an 
ongoing spiral of refinement, ending in enlightenment.

Similarly, LTM 28 (40, Male, 10 years of practice) articulated a nondual per-
spective where death occurs within the field of consciousness, rather than 
consciousness occurring within the body:

Even the end of life occurs in the same space (pure consciousness) as the 
experiences we have in life .  .  . the basic consciousness remains intact, because 
death itself occurs within pure consciousness.

Theme 2: Natural Process and Acceptance (28.9%)

Thirteen participants (28.9%) viewed death primarily as a natural, inevitable 
biological and existential process to be accepted without excessive attach-
ment or fear. This theme closely aligns with the mindfulness mechanism of 
decentering.

LTM 4 (80, Male, 50 years of practice) emphasized the cyclical nature of 
existence:

The end of life is an integral part of the natural cycle, a transition that invites us to 
contemplate the nature of existence and our place within it .  .  . This perspective 
encourages us to live fully, appreciating the richness of each moment.

LTM 25 (71, Male, 20 years of practice) drew upon Zen philosophy to express 
this equanimity:
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In Zen it is said that life and death are of the same substance. There is a beginning, 
there is an end .  .  . In accepting that this happens we can try to maintain ourselves 
as much as possible in a life that allows us to be in a state of serenity.

Theme 3: Mystery and Agnosticism (17.8%)

Eight participants (17.8%) focused on the ineffability of death, expressing 
comfortable uncertainty or “beginner’s mind” regarding what follows. Rather 
than formulating a specific belief, these participants embraced the mystery.

LTM 27 (61, Female, 28 years of practice) referenced Thich Nhat Hanh:

A very good monk like our abbot would say: “who is it that dies? who dies?” .  .  . 
It is nice to remain without answering.

Theme 4: Materialist Cessation (6.7%) and Other Perspectives

Only three meditators (6.7%) endorsed a materialist perspective where con-
sciousness ends with bodily death.

LTM 3 (53, Male, 6 years of practice) stated:

At the end of life my consciousness ends and the energy that keeps my body alive 
is dispersed into the earth .  .  . I don’t know what it is exactly.

Finally, a small subset of responses (6.7%) focused on the interpersonal or 
emotional experience of dying, often drawing on experiences caring for loved 
ones, for example, LTM 6 (56, Female, 7 years of practice): “My father inner 
dilemma with the ‘not yet’, that is, ‘I am ever closer to the moment of death, 
but not yet: how much longer do I have to live?’ .  .  . The other huge dilemma 
for him was ‘what will the great leap be like’, that is, the unknown repre-
sented by that fateful moment of the passage from life to death. And again: 
‘once I get there, what if it’s a scam and there’s nothing there?’”.

LTM 41 (50, Female, 10 years of practice): “When it comes to the end of 
life of loved ones, processing is about loss, letting go, and the sense of attach-
ment we develop. Even pain and sadness for a loss are part of life; we should 
learn to live them and go through them, also thanking these emotions.”

Comparison With General Population Data

A comparison with a recent Gallup International survey (Gallup International 
Association, 2023) highlights the impact of meditation practice. While the 
majority in both groups believe in some form of afterlife (40% of LTMs vs. 
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57% of the general population), the divergence regarding complete cessation 
is striking. Only 6.7% of LTMs endorsed the view that consciousness ends 
with death, compared to 23% of the general population. This suggests that 
advanced meditation practice reduces the likelihood of adopting a purely 
materialist worldview, potentially due to the “experiential evidence” gath-
ered during meditation that contradicts the reductionist view of mind as 
solely brain-based.

However, it is relevant to consider that this comparison is merely illustra-
tive and that causal inferences should be avoided.

Discussion

The primary objective of this study was to investigate the perspectives of 
LTMs on the meaning, sense, and emotions associated with the end of life. 
Our findings suggest a distinctive pattern of end-of-life meaning-making in 
this specialized population, differing from what is typically reported in gen-
eral-population samples. Rather than being idiosyncratic, these differences 
appear to be grounded in the transformative effects of long-term contempla-
tive practice, particularly the cultivation of first-person insight into conscious 
experience and a loosening of identification with the autobiographical (bio-
graphical) self. Below, we expand the discussion by integrating each of the 
four themes identified in the results with relevant theory and prior work, and 
by outlining implications for research and practice.

Theme 1: Consciousness Continuity

A substantial subgroup of LTMs (40%) described consciousness as continu-
ous. Importantly, participants’ accounts suggest that this belief is not primar-
ily framed as doctrinal adherence but as an inference from lived contemplative 
experience, namely, experiences in which awareness is reported as stable or 
“field-like,” not reducible to thoughts, sensations, or bodily cues. This aligns 
with first-person accounts of “pristine consciousness,” in which awareness is 
experienced as fundamental and not contingent upon the usual contents of 
experience (Mattiussi & Tressoldi, 2025). From a qualitative perspective, this 
theme can be interpreted as a shift in the perceived ontological status of the 
self: the “self” is experienced less as a narrative product of memory and more 
as the locus/container within which experience unfolds. In that sense, post-
mortem survival beliefs may function here as an extension of an altered self-
model rather than as a cultural defense or a purely religious commitment. 
This interpretation helps explain why continuity beliefs may coexist with a 
relatively low emphasis on conventional religious frameworks in some 
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contemplative practitioners, and it underscores the need for future work to 
differentiate “experientially grounded” survival beliefs from traditional faith-
based beliefs when studying end-of-life meaning.

Theme 2: Natural Process and Acceptance

A second theme reflected the view of death as a natural process (28.9%). 
Participants’ descriptions are consistent with “decentering,” the ability to 
observe mental events as transient and not equivalent to the self (Ehmann 
et  al., 2025). Applied to mortality, decentering may alter the appraisal of 
death from a catastrophic interruption to an expected transition within a 
broader cycle. This provides an interpretive bridge to terror management 
theory (TMT); whereas TMT emphasizes cultural worldviews and symbolic 
immortality as buffers against death anxiety (Becker, 1973), LTMs may rely 
more heavily on attentional and metacognitive skills that reduce identifica-
tion with the threatened “ego” in the first place. In other words, the buffering 
process may shift from defending the self via culturally mediated meaning to 
transforming the experience of selfhood via practice. For individuals with 
extensive contemplative training, existential anxiety may be regulated 
through mechanisms not fully captured by standard TMT pathways. 
Clinically, this suggests that training in decentering and acceptance-based 
skills could be particularly relevant for end-of-life distress interventions, 
while also highlighting that “acceptance” in this context may reflect an 
enacted cognitive-affective skill rather than resignation.

Theme 3: Mystery and Agnosticism

We can interpret “mystery and agnosticism” not as simple uncertainty but as 
an intentionally cultivated epistemic posture that is congruent with contem-
plative training. Participants’ accounts, particularly the emphasis on “begin-
ner’s mind” and the comfort with leaving the question open, suggest a 
disciplined suspension of metaphysical closure, in which meaning is found in 
inquiry and direct experience rather than in definitive propositional beliefs 
about the afterlife.

We also situate this theme in relation to apophatic (negative) traditions, 
which emphasize the limits of conceptual language when approaching ulti-
mate questions and treat “not-knowing” as a legitimate (and sometimes pre-
ferred) mode of understanding. In this framing, the question “who is it that 
dies?” functions less as a request for an answer and more as a deconstructive 
prompt that redirects attention from the autobiographical self to the con-
structed nature of self-representation. We clarify that this stance may itself be 
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psychologically and existentially adaptive: by loosening the demand for cer-
tainty, participants may reduce cognitive rigidity and avoid the need to defend 
a single worldview, while maintaining openness, humility, and equanimity in 
relation to death.

Theme 4: Materialist Cessation and Other Perspectives

Interpreted qualitatively, this theme suggests that end-of-life meaning is not 
solely an individual cognitive stance (belief in continuation vs. naturalism) 
but also an ethical and interpersonal orientation shaped by practice because it 
connects individual experience to social context: even when practitioners 
report reduced fear, their narratives often remain anchored in responsibilities, 
care, and connection.

Limitations.  It is essential to acknowledge the limitations of this research.

•• Generalizability and Diversity: Our sample of 45 LTMs was recruited 
primarily from Italian centers. As such, it lacks sociocultural diversity 
regarding race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status. The findings may 
reflect a “Western” adaptation of Eastern practices and should not be 
generalized to all contemplative traditions globally.

•• Recruitment Bias: The method of recruitment may have inadver-
tently selected for individuals with a preexisting interest in existential 
topics, potentially skewing the results toward those who have already 
resolved their existential dilemmas.

•• Limited Control Group: While the Gallup poll provides a reference 
point, a matched control group of nonmeditators would allow for more 
robust causal conclusions.

Conclusion

This study provides a unique window into the existential landscape of LTMs. 
Their perspectives, largely favoring the continuity of consciousness and the 
calm acceptance of death, appear to be a direct result of their contemplative 
experiences. By shifting the locus of identity from the fragile ego to a more 
expansive sense of awareness, these individuals develop a framework for 
meaning that fundamentally alters their relationship with death. These 
insights contribute to the broader conversation in consciousness studies and 
existential psychology, suggesting that the “problem” of death may be radi-
cally reframed through the systematic training of the mind.
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