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'Out-of-body' research could lead to new
ways to promote social harmony
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Out-of-body experiences, such as near-death experiences, can have a
"transformative" effect on people's ability to experience empathy and
connect with others, a scientific paper from University of Virginia
School of Medicine researchers explains.

The fascinating work by UVA's Marina Weiler, Ph.D., and colleagues
not only explores the complex relationship between altered states of
consciousness and empathy but could lead to new ways to foster empathy
during a particularly fractured time for American society—and the
world. Weiler and her colleagues have published their article in the
journal Neuroscience and Behavioral Reviews.

"Empathy is a fundamental aspect of human interaction that allows
individuals to connect deeply with others, fostering trust and
understanding," said Weiler, a neuroscientist with UVA's Division of
Perceptual Studies.

"The exploration, refinement and application of methods to enhance
empathy in individuals—whether through OBE [out-of-body
experience]-related ego dissolution or other approaches—is an exciting
avenue with potentially profound implications for individuals and society
at large."

How out-of-body experiences affect empathy

Weiler's paper examines the possibility that the dramatic increases in
empathy seen in people who undergo out-of-body experiences may result
from what is known as "ego dissolution"—the loss of the sense of self. In
these instances, people feel they have been severed from their physical
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form and have connected with the universe at a deeper level.

Sometimes known as "ego death" or "ego loss," this state can be brought
on by near-death experiences, hallucinogenic drugs and other causes. But
people who undergo it often report that their viewpoint on the world, and
their place in it, is radically changed.

"The detachment from the physical body often leads to a sense of
interconnectedness with all life and a deepened emotional connection
with others," the researchers write. "These sensations of
interconnectedness can persist beyond the experience itself, reshaping
the individual's perception and fostering increased empathy, thereby
influencing personal relationships and societal harmony."

Out-of-body experiences can seem more real than reality itself, the
researchers note, and this sense of transcendental connectedness can
translate into "prosocial" behaviors afterward.

Experiencers often become more compassionate, more patient, more
understanding. More than half in one study described their relationships
with others as more peaceful and harmonious. Many become more
spiritual and more convinced of the possibility of life after death.

In their paper, Weiler and her co-authors explore potential explanations
for what is happening within the brain to cause these changes. But while
that remains unclear, the lasting effects of OBEs are not. And by
understanding how these life-changing experiences can enhance
empathy, researchers may be able to develop ways to help foster it for
society's benefit during a conflicted age.

"Interest in cultivating empathy and other prosocial emotions and
behaviors is widespread worldwide," the researchers conclude.

"Understanding how virtues related to consideration for others can be
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nurtured is a goal with personal, societal and potentially global
implications."

More information: Marina Weiler et al, Exploring the transformative
potential of out-of-body experiences: A pathway to enhanced empathy,
Neuroscience & Biobehavioral Reviews (2024). DOLI:
10.1016/j.neubiorev.2024.105764
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