Epidemiology of Near-death experiences (L1711)

Near-death experiences are difficult to study because they are not unique to a single
cause of death. Thus, establishing an incidence is difficult due to the inability to
assess near death experiences systematically in such a wide array of situations (e.g.,
drowning, trauma) and furthermore because they can sometimes occur during crises
that are unrelated to the actual process of dying (e.g., a near-miss motor vehi cle
accident).26 Thus, the epidemiology of near-death expe riences has focused largely
on in-hospital cardiac arrests. The seminal study of near-death experience inci dence
in survivors of cardiac arrest was conducted in the Netherlands and published in
2001.1 This prospective inves tigation included 344 patients who underwent 509
success ful resuscitations. Using what is considered a more liberal scale for
near-death experience, 18% of cardiac arrest sur vivors reported near-death
experiences, with no obvious difference in pharmacologic interventions between
those who had them and those who did not. Notably, 2-yr out comes for cardiac
arrest survivors with and without near death experiences demonstrated a
transformative effect that affected social attitude, religious attitude, attitude toward
death, and an interest in the meaning of life and apprecia tion of ordinary things. In
the same year, Parnia et al.27 published a smaller study of 63 patients (humber of
successful resuscitations unknown) using a more conservative near-death expe
rience scale and found that 6.3% reported them. Again, there was no obvious
difference in the pharmacology of resuscitation efforts. More recently, Parnia et
al.28,29 con ducted the AWAreness during REsuscitation (AWARE) studies (AWARE |
in 2014 and AWARE Il in 2023). AWARE | was a prospective, multicenter
observational investigation of cardiac arrest survivors, with 140 patients studied for a
stage 1 interview and 101 of those patients who completed stage 2 interviews.28
Near-death expe riences were reported by 9%, with 2% reporting actual awareness
of resuscitation events; a much broader group (46%) reported recollection of some
experience (e.g., déja vu, bright lights). AWARE Il was a 25-site prospec tive study
that included more objective measures such as audiovisual testing using a computer
and headphones, continuous electroencephalography, and cerebral oxime t ry. 29
There were 567 in-hospital cardiac arrests, of which 53 survived, of which 28 were
available for interviews. Of those available for interviews, 21.4% had what was cat
egorized as a transcendent recalled experience of death (a term proposed to replace
near-death experience). In summary, near-death experiences and other experiences
are common around the time of cardiac arrest and pose a challenge in reconciling
apparent behavioral quiescence and a dysfunctional brain with what can be vivid and
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