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Abstract of Dissertation 

 

 

The Role of Affect in Self-Transforming Change  

Within the Context of Long-Term Practice of Mindfulness Meditation 

 

This phenomenological study addresses the human problem of achieving self-

transformation and the gaps in the literature on understanding the essence of the self-

transformation process and the role of affect. To be self-transforming, a change must be 

deliberately sought and alter the way one views the world. This study is about what 

happened to the participants who learned and practiced mindfulness meditation for longer 

than 3 years, with some practicing up to 40 years.  

The study participants experienced several self-transforming changes beyond the 

first one of learning mindfulness meditation. Because mindfulness meditation encourages 

its practitioners to pay attention in a sustained manner, on purpose, and nonjudgmentally 

(Kabat-Zinn, 2012), all affect, whether negative, positive, or ambivalent, is to be 

accepted, examined, and released. Negative affect was not rejected out of hand; on the 

contrary, it served as the catalyst for the participants to examine their lives and their 

values. In that examination, they chose values that were more meaningful to them, which 

generated positive affect. This positive affect energized them to change their lives to 

match those more meaningful values. So, one of the findings is that all affect—negative, 

positive, and ambivalent—is necessary for self-transforming change. 

The main implication for theory is that self-transformation is a continual process 

of changes in affect (A), changes in behavior (B), and changes in cognition (C) within a 

nurturing and safe environment (Winnicott, 1965). These are the ABC’s of self-

transformation. This study connects affect as described by Begley and Davidson (2012) 
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and Siegel (2013) to affective neuroscience as outlined by Panksepp (1998) and Davidson 

(2003). It brings in behavior, which is learning through experience (Maturana & Varela, 

1980; Croswell, 1996) as well as cognition via Kegan’s (1982) constructive-development 

model and represents the growing self-understanding that is a result of learning and 

practicing mindfulness meditation. 
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CHAPTER 1: 

INTRODUCTION 

Overview 

Most of the time, people try to change their lives with little understanding of 

exactly how that change will occur and even less understanding of how to repeat any 

positive outcomes or at least avoid negative ones. They seem to have an inability to 

change, almost to the point of an immunity to the change process itself (Kegan & Lahey, 

2009). In addition, sometimes a positive transformation is viewed as an accident—

something to be wondered at and to be thankful for but poorly understood and, for some, 

impossible to attain or, if attained once, impossible to repeat. This can be intensely 

frustrating to individuals who try to change and who fail in the attempt, sometimes many 

times (Kegan & Lahey, 2009). For example, no one can predict exactly which person will 

actually lose weight or stop drinking out of a group attempting those goals.  

Since this study is about self-transformational change, we’ll start with a 

definition. A transformational change is one that has the potential to change the way the 

person understands the world (Kegan, 1982). It is one that can significantly affect your 

life and change the way that you view the world. To be self-transforming, it must be a 

change you deliberately seek rather than one that happens to you by chance or at the 

instigation of another person. So how does a person move himself or herself from 

wanting to change to changed? What does that process look like and how does it feel? 

What is happening during the change and how does the world look to the person 

undergoing the change? What are the challenges and are there any understandable 

patterns? This study hopes to answer some of these questions by examining a positive 
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change in detail from the perspective of self-transformation while trying to understand 

the role of affect in this change effort. The context for this study is mindfulness 

practitioners who have learned and practiced mindfulness meditation for several years. 

The methods of mindfulness meditation practiced by the participants in this study include 

mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR), an 8-week program designed by Jon Kabat-

Zin in 1995, insight meditation or Vipassana, and Chögyam Trungpa’s Tibetan Buddhist 

meditation. This study focuses on the essence of the experience of a self-transforming 

change and the role of affect in that change effort.  

Robert Kegan’s (1982) constructive-development model serves as the foundation 

of this study to understand how a transformational change occurs. This model focuses on 

how adults can mature in an ever more complex fashion and therefore become better able 

to deal with the complexities of modern life (Kegan, 1994). Kegan suggested that the 

levels or stages of increasing maturity are common in adulthood and can be measured and 

described. His model built upon Lawrence Kohlberg’s study of the development of moral 

reasoning, which is an extension of Piaget’s framework in The Moral Judgment of the 

Child published in 1948 (Kegan, 1982). 

Prior to Kohlberg’s (1981) theory, the consensus among the general population 

was that children grew to be adults and then for the remainder of their lives, perhaps 60 

years past the age of legal majority, didn’t change noticeably except to attain more 

knowledge (Kegan, 1982). How they understood the world, or their epistemology, was 

assumed to remain about the same as when they first became adults, with the only 

variation being attributed to usual life events (Kegan, 1982). Although it was recognized 

that many people were different in their 40s or 50s than they had been at the age of 18, 
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how and why they changed was ill defined. Furthermore, why some people matured into 

wisdom and others didn’t was not understood (Kegan, 1982). Kegan’s constructive-

development model offers insight into how adults change over the length of their 

adulthood. It proposes six stages of human development from infancy (Stage 0) to 

adulthood (Stages 3-5) (Kegan, 1982). This study draws on Kegan’s model to understand 

transformational change within the context of mindfulness meditation over time and the 

role of affect in this process.  

Statement of the Problem 

Although the process of transformational change was described by Kegan (1982) 

in his constructive-development model, little empirical work has been conducted to 

understand the essence of the change process within the context of mindfulness 

meditation. The constructive-development model (Kegan, 1982) suggests that 

developmental change occurs through life experiences of varying sorts, both good and 

bad, and yet only a little research has examined situations, using his theory, when change 

has been sought voluntarily.  

Kegan’s constructive-development model and mindfulness meditation intersected 

in Cayer and Baron’s (2006) research of two year-long studies of managers who 

practiced mindfulness meditation. The studies showed a relationship between the 

emergence of postconventional consciousness (Kohlberg, 1981) in those managers who 

started at the conventional stage and a “marginal correlation” (Cayer & Baron, 2006, p. 

1) between the number of times mindfulness meditation is practiced and the strength of 

the change. In addition, in a later paper, Baron and Cayer (2011) stated: 
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According to Kegan and Lahey (2009, p. 51), consciousness development occurs 

when one is able “to look at what before one could only look through, so that a 

way of knowing or making meaning becomes a kind of ‘tool’ that we have (and 

can control or use) rather than something that has us (and therefore controls and 

uses us). (p. 348) 

Mindfulness meditation is one way that Cayer and Baron (2006) identified to raise 

consciousness from one stage to the next. These papers, as well as dissertations by Dow 

(2009), McGarvey (2010), Soloway (2011), and Silverstein (2012), used Kegan’s 

constructive-development model as a theoretical lens and have examined how 

mindfulness meditation can change one’s stage of adult development. They support the 

rationale for this study to examine mindfulness meditators with the goal of understanding 

the essence of the process of self-transforming change with a particular focus on the role 

of affect. Affect is defined as “an experience of feeling or emotion divided into six types, 

with intensity moving from high to low and duration moving from short to long” 

(Davidson, Scherer, & Goldsmith, 2003). Thus, this study addressed the human problem 

of achieving self-transformation and the gaps in the literature on understanding the 

essence of the self-transformation process and the role of affect. 

Purpose and Research Questions 

The purpose of the study was to describe the essence of the self-transforming 

change process (Kegan, 1982) with a special focus on the role of affect as experienced by 

the participants. In the self-transforming change process experienced by the participants 

of the study, the context was mindfulness meditation. Self-transforming change involves 

a deliberately sought change of some element of one’s life as opposed to a 

transformational change that is the result of an unsought-after phenomenon. Individuals 

perceive a need in themselves and perform some action that they feel will meet that need. 
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This study’s participants had been engaged in mindfulness meditation for more than 3 

years. The study addressed one research question with one subquestion: 

RQ: What is the essence of a participant’s experience of self-transforming change?  

a. What is the role of affect in the change? 

Significance of the Study 

This study provides insight on a self-transformational change deliberately sought, 

what that kind of change feels like to the participant, and the role of affect and factors 

that influence it. Thus, the study illuminates the process of self-transforming change, with 

practical implications for those seeking change, and contributes to theory and future 

research through a better understanding of the lived experience of the participants. 

Significance for Theory 

 Robert Kegan’s (1982) constructive-development model, which describes how 

people change their ontology and epistemology or their understanding of the world and 

reality over a lifetime, doesn’t explain the details of the transformational change that it 

relies upon. The model is explained at such a high level of abstraction that it doesn’t give 

its reader any enlightenment on how a transformation occurs, the direct experience of 

transforming, or why it happens. Furthermore, even though it has 20 stages and 

substages, those stages are measured at a given point in time in the participant’s life; i.e., 

it is static, as applied in studies by Dow (2009), Soloway (2011), and Silverstein (2012). 

This study looked at transformational change as a detailed process, not a finished event. 

By examining the details of a transformational change and how it felt to the participants, 
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i.e., the role of affect, the process and potential of self-transforming change were better 

revealed. 

Significance for Research 

 Common elements were discovered across the participants’ experiences in terms 

of how they felt before, during, and after learning mindfulness meditation. Those 

common elements form a composite picture of the self-transforming change process. 

Further studies can focus on these common elements. For example, Kegan (1982) 

proposed in his constructive-development theory that a holding environment was a 

necessary element for change to occur. A holding environment is defined as a supportive 

environment similar to a mother holding an infant (Winnicott, 1965). If a holding 

environment was indeed a common element for the participants who learned and 

practiced mindfulness meditation for longer than 3 years, then future studies could 

examine holding environments in other contexts besides mindfulness meditation sessions 

and retreats. In this way, the details of each common element and their significance in the 

transformational change process can be further understood. 

Significance for Practice 

Proponents of 12-step programs and other programs that are geared to solve a 

variety of human problems say that a person has to be ready to change and be open to 

change, but identifying those who are ready and open is very difficult. Many people who 

start such programs to self-transform can’t make it all the way to their end goal. If we can 

learn how people change, what they feel while they are changing, and whether or not 

such feelings are vital to change, then programs could develop better methods of 
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facilitating and promoting change. We need to understand the process of change so that 

positive change becomes repeatable and the results are maintainable. We need a detailed 

understanding of the process of how people self-transform—what starts them, what keeps 

them moving through the process, and what maintains the end goal when it is realized. To 

that end, Deborah Helsing (2018) and the Minds at Work organization are using Kegan 

and Lahey’s Immunity to Change (2009) concepts in coaching. Drago-Severson and 

Blum-DeStefano (2018) have applied the constructive-development model to help 

companies develop a culture of feedback to promote change. 

Conceptual Framework 

The conceptual framework of this study examines the self-transformational 

process using the constructive-development model (Kegan, 1982) and the role of affect, 

within the context of mindfulness meditation. 

Constructive-Development Model 

The constructive-development model is a combination of transformational 

learning and constructive development psychology. Kegan (1982) defined 

transformational learning as “the deliberate efforts and designs that support changes in 

the learner’s form of knowing” (Illeris, 2009, p. 45). The form of knowing or way of 

knowing is the learner’s epistemology. The learner’s understanding of what makes reality 

is his or her ontology. Transformation, or transformational change, is the result of 

sufficient transformative learning to move from one stage to another, as described in 

Kegan’s (1982) stage theory, and is part of constructive-development learning theory. 
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Transformation occurs when a person’s way of understanding the world or epistemology 

changes. Kegan stated:  

Constructive-developmental theory looks at the process it calls development as 

the gradual process by which what was “subject” in our knowing becomes 

“object.” When a way of knowing moves from a place where we are “had by it” 

(captive of it) to a place where we “have it,” and can be in relationship to it, the 

form of our knowing has become more complex, more expansive. This somewhat 

formal, explicitly epistemological, rendering of development comes closest, in my 

view, to the real meaning of transformation in transformational learning theory. 

(as cited in Illeris, 2009, p. 45) 

Kegan’s (1982) model offered guidance for understanding how adults change 

their view of their world. It proposed that people are in specific stages from infancy to 

late adulthood. The stages, or meaning perspectives, are Stage 0 or incorporative (an 

infant); Stage 1 or impulsive (a toddler); Stage 2 or imperial (an adolescent); Stage 3 or 

interpersonal (a completely socialized adult); Stage 4 or institutional (a self-authoring 

adult); and Stage 5 or interindividual (a self-transforming adult). These meaning 

perspectives are a type of “constitutive” ontology where the person goes through a 

process of attaining an ever clearer meaning and understanding of reality (Strasser, 1969). 

The stages show how individuals have the potential to progress from one stage to 

the next—a change Kegan (1982) described as transformational. For example, a shift 

from being a socialized person to being a self-authored person is a  

shift away from being “made up by” the values and expectations of one’s 

“surround” (family, friends, community, culture) that get uncritically internalized 

and with which one becomes identified, toward developing an internal authority 

that makes choices about these external values and expectations according to 

one’s own self-authored belief system. One goes from being psychologically 

“written by” the socializing press to “writing upon” it. (Kegan, 2000, pp. 59-60) 

Kegan (1982) stated that the evolutionary activity of personality development is 

both cognitive and emotional, and he suggested that the source of emotion is the 
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phenomenological experience of “defending, surrendering, and reconstructing a center” 

(Kegan, 1982, Kindle Locations 1453-1458) through the development and advancement 

of epistemologies or levels of development. This center is always at a level of 

development that is “defended, surrendered, and reconstructed” (Kegan, 1982, Kindle 

Location 1458) into a new level of development. The entire process represents the 

evolution of personality (Kegan, 1982). 

Kegan’s (1982) model was chosen over other change theories (e.g., Kohlberg, 

1981; Loevinger, 1976) because it includes emotional development in addition to social 

and cognitive development; it is a stage theory delineated specifically enough so that 20 

separate stages and substages can be identified; and it relies upon the spoken experience 

of participants as they describe in depth the events of their lives in the subject-object 

interview, rather than a simpler written sentence completion test such as Loevinger’s 

(1979) and Cook-Greuter’s (1999) instrument. Kegan’s model offers a more holistic 

description of development while at the same time being an extension of earlier work 

done by Piaget and Inhelder (1948), Kohlberg (1981), and Loevinger (1976). It offers an 

explanation to understand the role of affect in a positive change, such as a person learning 

and practicing a method of mindfulness meditation. 

The Role of Affect in Self-Transforming Change 

This study focused more upon affect, rather than cognition, within a self-

transformational change and relied upon the definition of affect proposed by Davidson, 

Scherer, and Goldsmith (2003) in their work on emotional science. Their definition of 

affect has six facets related to intensity and duration: emotion (high intensity, short 

duration), feelings (emotions that persist over hours), mood (a persistent feeling over 
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days), attitude (a feeling that may last years and is like a belief, preference, or 

predisposition), affective style (a consistent response to experience), and temperament 

(composed of attitudes and affective styles). In a later publication, Begley and Davidson 

(2012) went on to expand the definition of affective style to include six components—

resilience, outlook, social intuition, self-awareness, sensitivity to context, and attention—

all of which comprise a consistent way of responding to experience, each along a 

continuum. These definitions describe the various elements of affect and were used to 

describe the affect experienced by the participants.  

Kegan (1982) began with the idea that cognition and affect are not necessarily 

related but exist alongside each other within the larger context of development. 

Furthermore, he defined development as  

a context said to give rise to both cognition and emotion—involves equilibrative 

processes that bring into being (and cause to be transformed) equilibrative 

structures that set terms on what is self and what is other, what is subject and what 

is object. (Kegan, 1982, p. 106) 

The structures indicate the degree of differentiation or self-reflexivity of an affect, and 

the processes indicate the phenomenological experience. Kegan believed that this 

arrangement follows Piaget’s belief that affect and cognition are parallel to each other 

and that each cognitive structure has its concomitant emotional behavior. Cognition and 

affect are in constant movement, with meaning being created between them (C. Croswell, 

personal communication, December 5, 2013).  

The Context of Mindfulness Meditation 

Mindfulness meditation is part of the Buddhist tradition, and a form of that 

meditation, called MBSR, was developed by Jon Kabat-Zinn (2009) at the University of 



11 

Massachusetts Medical Center. Four of the participants learned and practice MBSR. 

Kabat-Zinn (2009) defined mindfulness as “moment-to-moment awareness”: 

It is cultivated by purposefully paying attention to things we ordinarily never give 

a moment’s thought to. It is a systematic approach to developing new kinds of 

control and wisdom in our lives, based on our inner capacities for relaxation, 

paying attention, awareness, and insight. (p. 2) 

MBSR focuses primarily upon affect, such as the emotional pain that the person is 

experiencing, rather than the cognitive side, and it was designed to help people deal with 

long-term stress and chronic physical pain. Long-term stress often causes high anxiety 

and other very negative affect, and chronic physical pain often comes with negative affect 

also. This method of meditation is designed to help practitioners treat every thought as 

“of equal value” (Kabat-Zinn, 2009, p. 68) and to realize that they are more than just their 

thoughts and feelings. Kabat-Zinn (2009) stated that the goal is to look at the thought, 

relax into it, and then let it go until the next one comes along. He said: “We are simply 

making room for them, observing them as thoughts, and letting them be, using the breath 

as our anchor or ‘home base’ for observing, for reminding us to stay focused and calm” 

(Kabat-Zinn, 2009, p. 69).  

Two other methods of mindfulness meditation were practiced by the participants 

in this study. The first is insight meditation, which originated in the tradition of 

Vipassana meditation and has been promulgated in the United States by American 

Buddhist teachers such as Joseph Goldstein, Tara Brach, Gil Fronsdal, Sharon Salzberg, 

and Jack Kornfield. Two participants practiced this form of meditation. The third method 

is mindfulness meditation as introduced to the West by Chögyam Trungpa, a teacher of 

Tibetan Buddhism. One participant was a practitioner and teacher of this method of 

mindfulness meditation. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joseph_Goldstein_(writer)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tara_Brach
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gil_Fronsdal
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sharon_Salzberg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jack_Kornfield
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Mindfulness meditation has long been considered a factor in personal 

development and emotional growth (Kabat-Zinn, 2009). Researchers have verified that 

some kind of neurological change occurs during the practice of mindfulness meditation 

over an 8-week timespan (Davidson, Kabat-Zinn, et al., 2003) and how different 

mindfulness meditation practices such as breath awareness, loving-kindness, and 

attention control produce different effects in the brain compared with gratitude exercises 

(Hirshberg et al., 2018). In addition, in a study of transformational change within the 

process of learning and practicing mindfulness meditation over 2 years, Cayer and Baron 

(2006) showed a positive progression from one stage of adult development to another. In 

that study, researchers used a Washington Sentence Completion Test (Cook-Greuter, 

1999), which tests Loevinger’s concept of postconventional consciousness. 

Postconventional consciousness, also a stage in Kohlberg’s (1981) construct, is a state of 

adult development that is similar to the self-authoring state in Kegan’s constructive-

development model. Postconventional consciousness describes one’s cognitive and social 

world, not necessarily one’s emotional, philosophical world or biological world, as does 

Kegan’s theory.  

The Intersection of the Constructive-Development Model, Affect, and Mindfulness 

Meditation  

The study connected Kegan’s (1982) theory and its stages to affect as described 

by Begley and Davidson (2012) within the context of mindfulness meditation. The study 

also related to the proposed model named the ABC’s of learning as self-transforming 

change (C. Croswell, personal communication, December 5, 2013, and September 29, 

2019); that is, it hoped to explain the relationship between affect (A), behavior (B), and 
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cognition (C) in a nurturing and safe environment, i.e., the holding environment, which is 

defined as a supportive environment similar to a mother holding an infant (Winnicott, 

1965). This model is intended to describe the subtle elements of self-transforming 

change. Mindfulness meditation is the context for the study and the venue where affect 

flourishes. The transformative learning component is the behavioral change that occurs as 

a result of human experience (Maturana & Varela, 1980; Croswell, 1996). The cognitive 

component represents a transformational change in understanding how the world works 

(epistemology), the emerging nature of reality (ontology), as well as self-understanding. 

The holding environment is the safe environment (meditation class) where a participant is 

supported and encouraged as he or she makes a transformational change. The depiction of 

the conceptual framework forms a model that extends Kegan’s constructive-development 

model into affective science within the context of mindfulness meditation (Figure 1.1).  

 

Figure 1.1. The study’s conceptual framework: The ABC’s of learning as self-transforming 

change (C. Croswell, personal communication, December 5, 2013 and September 29, 2019). 
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Summary of Methodology 

Since the purpose of the study was to describe the essence of the self-

transforming change process (Kegan, 1982) with a special focus on the role of affect as 

experienced by the participants, phenomenology (Moustakas, 1994) was chosen as the 

methodology, since its focus is to discover the lived experience of a group of people. 

Selection criteria for participation included being an experienced, adult meditator who 

learned mindfulness meditation, has practiced mindfulness meditation for at least 3 years, 

and continues to practice it on a regular basis (Appendix A). The sample size of the study 

was seven people, at which point saturation was reached. The participants were recruited 

by the snowball method as they recruited other participants who met the selection criteria. 

Initially over 100 meditation studios were contacted and a LinkedIn appeal was made 

until the first two participants were chosen, and they led to others who met the criteria 

outlined in Chapter 3. 

Data for this phenomenological study were collected primarily through 

semistructured interviews. In addition, data from the subject-object interview (Lahey, 

Souvaine, Kegan, Goodman, & Felix, 2011), a quantitative measure developed to 

determine an adult’s stage of development following Kegan’s (1982) constructive-

development model, were used as a descriptive element (Appendix B). The interviews for 

each participant followed a modification of Seidman’s (2012) protocol (Appendix C), 

with the first and second phenomenological interviews done at the same time. The 

subject-object interview was conducted as the first interview with a debriefing given to 

the participants during the final Seidman interview. Thus, there were three sessions with 

each participant in the following order: (1) subject-object interview, (2) first and second 
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Seidman interview, (3) third Seidman interview and subject-object interview debriefing. 

All of the sessions were conducted by phone.  

The subject-object interview is rated on a five-level scale, with each major level 

having four sublevels for a total of 20 possible levels. I used the recommended form 

(Lahey et al., 2011; see Appendix B) to analyze the results. In addition, every subject-

object interview was scored by one other experienced peer rater for trustworthiness and 

dependability.  

Data analysis of the phenomenological interviews followed Moustakas’ 

modification of the Van Kaam method (Moustakas, 1994, pp. 120-121). First, I identified 

statements that related to the topic of transformational change, discarding irrelevant 

items, with the goal of breaking the relevant items into single, specific thoughts. I then 

grouped statements into “meaning units” that reflected the various aspects of the 

transformational change and sought divergent perspectives to better understand how the 

transformational change was experienced differently by different people. Finally, I 

constructed a composite picture of transformational change based upon the participants’ 

description and created a general description of their transformational change experience 

as seen through the eyes of the participants of the study.  

Limitations 

This study has four main limitations. First, although there are many methods of 

mindfulness meditation, only three were used by the participants for the study—MBSR, 

insight meditation, and Tibetan Buddhist meditation as brought to the West by Chögyam 

Trungpa. Initially, the plan was to choose all of the participants from practitioners of 

MBSR, but it proved difficult to find enough qualified participants, so the study was 



16 

opened up in late 2017 to participants who practiced methods of mindfulness meditation 

other than MBSR. Second, the study didn’t use any medical means (such as an 

electroencephalogram, quantitative electroencephalogram, or functional magnetic 

resonance imaging) to confirm any functional brain changes that might have occurred 

after 3 or more years of mindfulness meditation. Third, while the size of the sample was 

small (seven) to be more manageable, the small sample size means that results are not 

generalizable. Finally, participants all grew up in the United States, which may have 

introduced an unintended regional bias. Other limitations that evolved during the course 

of the study are documented in the final chapter. 

Definitions 

Terms used throughout this study are defined in Table 1.1. 

 

Table 1.1 

Definitions 

Term Definition 

Affect (Davidson, 

Scherer, & 

Goldsmith, 2003) 

An experience of feeling or emotion divided into six types, with intensity 

moving from high to low and duration moving from short to long: 

1. Emotion refers to a relatively brief episode of coordinated brain, 

autonomic, and behavioral changes that facilitate a response to an 

external or internal event of significance for the organism. 

2. Feelings are the subjective representation of emotions. Note that they can 

reflect any or all of the components that constitute emotion. 

3. Mood typically refers to a diffuse affective state that is often of lower 

intensity than emotion, but considerably longer in duration. Moods are 

not usually associated with the patterned expressive signs that typically 

accompany emotion and sometimes occur without apparent cause.  

4. Attitudes are relatively enduring, affectively colored beliefs, preferences, 

and predispositions toward objects or persons. 

5. Affective style refers to relatively stable dispositions that bias an 

individual toward perceiving and responding to people and objects with a 

particular emotional quality, emotional dimension, or mood. 

6. Temperament refers to particular affective styles that are apparent early 

in life and thus may be determined by genetic factors. 
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Term Definition 

Affective style  

(Begley & 

Davidson, 2012) 

A consistent way of responding to experience, with six components, each 

along a continuum: 

1. Resilience: How slowly or quickly you recover from adversity.  

Fast to Recover                                Slow to Recover 

2. Outlook: How long you are able to sustain positive emotion. 

Optimistic                                Pessimistic 

3. Social intuition: How adept you are at picking up social signals from the 

people around you.  

Socially intuitive                               Puzzled 

4. Self-awareness: How well you perceive bodily feelings that reflect 

emotions. 

Self-aware                                   Self-opaque 

5. Sensitivity to context: How good you are at regulating your emotional 

responses to take into account the context you find yourself in.  

Tuned in                                 Tuned out 

6. Attention: How sharp and clear your focus is.  

Focused style                                 Unfocused style 

(Begley & Davidson, 2012, Kindle Locations 148-165) 

Constructive-

development 

model (Kegan, 

1982) 

A stage model of human development that depends on the form of how a 

person understands his or her world or makes meaning. Movement from one 

stage to another entails the transformation of a way of understanding the 

world (epistemology) and reality (ontology). There are six stages from 

infancy to adulthood: 

1. Stage 0: Incorporative—infancy 

2. Stage 1: Impulsive—toddler 

3. Stage 2: Imperial—adolescent 

4. Stage 3: Interpersonal—first stage of adulthood 

5. Stage 4: Institutional—second stage of adulthood 

6. Stage 5: Interindividual—third stage of adulthood 

Empathy (Holt & 

Marques, 2012) 

One’s ability to understand the feelings transmitted through verbal and 

nonverbal messages, to provide emotional support to people when needed, 

and to understand the links between others’ emotions and behavior. 

Epistemology of 

love (Zajonc, 

2009) 

Characterized by (1) respect for the intrinsic nature of the other; (2) 

gentleness toward the other; (3) intimacy as proximity to the other; and (4) 

participation in the interior dynamics of the other. 

ESSENCE (Siegel, 

2013) 

 

An acronym describing brain changes, or those changes that occur during 

the self-transformation process, which include the following: 

1. ES, Emotional spark: Honoring these important internal sensations that 

are more intense during adolescence but serve to create meaning and 

vitality through our lives. 

2. SE, Social engagement: The important connections we have with others 

that support our journeys through life with meaningful, mutually 

rewarding relationships. 

3. N, Novelty: How we seek out and create new experiences that engage us 

fully, stimulating our senses, emotions, thinking, and bodies in new and 

challenging ways. 

4. CE, Creative explorations: The conceptual thinking, abstract reasoning, 

and expanded consciousness that create a gateway to seeing the world 

through new lenses (p. 12). 
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Term Definition 

Holding 

environment 

(Winnicott, 1965) 

A supportive environment similar to a mother holding an infant. A holding 

environment serves three functions: “It must hold on. It must let go. And it 

must stick around so that it can be reintegrated” (Kegan, 1982, Kindle 

Locations 2069-2070). 

Insight (Zajonc, 

2009) 

1. Vulnerability or openness to ambiguity where we become where and 

what the other is. 

2. Transformation via the thoughts that animate the other. 

3. Organs of insight, or the “eye” and the “light” necessary to see, created 

by the attention and immersion in the object of contemplation. 

Learning 

(Croswell, 1996; 

Maturana & 

Varela, 1980) 

The transformation of behavior through experience. 

Mind (Siegel, 

2017) 

“An embodied and relational, self-organizing emergent process that 

regulates the flow of energy and information both within and between” 

(p. 37). 

Mindfulness 

(Kabat-Zinn, 

2012) 

“Awareness, cultivated by paying attention in a sustained and particular 

way: on purpose, in the present moment, and non-judgmentally” (Kindle 

Locations 118-119).  

Mindfulness 

meditation (Kabat-

Zinn, 2009) 

Moment-to-moment awareness, “cultivated by purposefully paying 

attention to things we ordinarily never give a moment’s thought to. It is a 

systematic approach to developing new kinds of control and wisdom in our 

lives, based on our inner capacities for relaxation, paying attention, 

awareness, and insight” (p. 2). 

Neuroplasticity 

(Algoe & 

Fredrickson, 2011) 

The process wherein new emotional skills that are developed and practiced 

become reinforced by brain changes, as neurons that “fire together, wire 

together.” 

Neuroscience The study of the anatomy and physiology of the brain. 

Perception Immediate or intuitive recognition or appreciation, as of moral, 

psychological, or aesthetic qualities; insight; intuition; discernment: an 

artist of rare perception. 

Postconventional 

consciousness 

(Kohlberg, 1981) 

Part of a hierarchy of consciousness of which there is preconventional 

(childhood), conventional (adulthood), postconventional, and transcendent 

(Miller & Cook-Greuter, 1994). In postconventional consciousness, 

individuals are motivated by altruism and self-actualization.  

Primal emotions 

(Panksepp, 1998) 

In affective neuroscience, the seven emotions of lust, care, play, rage, 

seeking, panic at separation, and fear. 

Process  A continuing natural or biological activity or function (“Process,” n.d.). 

Transformational 

change and self-

transformational 

change (Kegan, 

1982) 

A change that has the potential to change the way the person understands 

the world (Kegan, 1982). It is one that can significantly alter your life and 

change the way that you view the world. To be self-transforming, it must be 

a change you deliberately seek rather than one that happens to you by 

chance or at the instigation of another person. Examples include getting 

married, getting divorced, losing a lot of weight, stopping smoking, 

changing careers, converting from one faith to another, etc.  

Value (Makiguchi, 

1989) 

An “expression of the relationship between the evaluating subject and the 

object of evaluation” (p. 70). 

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/insight
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CHAPTER 2:  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

This study addresses the essence of self-transforming experiences, with particular 

emphasis upon the role of affect in the change. To inform the study, this chapter reviews 

the literature on relevant topics, with sections on the constructive-development model, 

mindfulness meditation as the context for the study, and the importance of affect and how 

it may change the brain. The chapter closes by discussing inferences for the current study. 

The literature search was conducted through a variety of search engines, including 

Google Scholar, EBSCO, ProQuest, Emerald, Dissertations and Thesis Online, JSTOR, 

and Sociological Extracts. Key words used when searching for the literature appearing 

within the past 15 years included holding environment as it relates to Kegan; transfor-

mational change as it relates to Kegan; transformative learning as it relates to Kegan; affect 

as it relates to Kegan and neuroplasticity; mindfulness meditation; neuroplasticity as a 

possible explanation of the ability to change; phenomenology as the methodology of 

choice; mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR); subject-object interview as part of the 

methodology; Robert Kegan; and postconventional consciousness per Kohlberg. 

Constructive-Development Model 

Influences: Piaget and Kohlberg 

 Robert Kegan’s constructive-developmental learning model is grounded in the 

work of Jean Piaget, a 20th-century Swiss child psychologist. Kegan said that Piaget, who 

differed from the Freudian psychologists who came before him and who proposed that 

personality develops totally internally, held that “a central conviction is that personality 
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development occurs in the context of interactions between the organism and the 

environment, rather than through the internal processes of maturation alone” (Kegan, 1982, 

Kindle Locations 252-254). Because of that, Piaget’s “eras” or stages (see Table 2.1) reside  

 

Table 2.1 

Piaget’s Eras and Stages of Physical-Cognitive Development 

Era I (age 0-2): The era of sensorimotor intelligence 

Stage 1 Reflex action 

Stage 2 Coordination of reflexes and sensorimotor repetition (primary circular reaction) 

Stage 3 Activities to make interesting events in the environment reappear (secondary 

circular reaction) 

Stage 4 Means/ends behavior and search for absent objects 

Stage 5 Experimental search for new means (tertiary circular reaction) 

Stage 6 Use of imagery in insightful invention of new means and in recall of absent objects 

and events 

Era II (age 2-5): Symbolic, intuitive, or prelogical thought 

Inference carried on through images and symbols that do not maintain logical relations or invariances 

with one another. “Magical thinking” in the sense of (a) confusion of apparent or imagined events 

with real events and objects and (b) confusion of perceptual appearances of qualitative and 

quantitative change with actual change. 

Era III (age 6-10): Concrete operational thought 

Inferences carried on through system of classes, relations, and quantities maintaining logically 

invariant properties and which refer to concrete objects. These include such logical processes as (a) 

inclusion of lower-order classes in higher-order classes; (b) transitive seriation (recognition that if a > 

b and b > c, then a > c; (c) logical addition and multiplication of classes and quantities; (d) 

conservation of number, class membership, length, and mass under apparent change. 

Substage 1 Formation of stable categorical classes 

Substage 2 Formation of quantitative and numerical relations of invariance 

Era IV (age 11 to adulthood): Formal operational thought 

Inferences through logical operations upon propositions or “operations upon operations.” Reasoning 

about reasoning. Construction of systems of all possible relations or implications. Hypothetico-

deductive isolation of variables and testing of hypotheses. 

Substage 1 Formation of the inverse of the reciprocal. Capacity to form negative classes (for 

example, the class of all not-crows) and to see relations as simultaneously reciprocal 

(for example, to understand that liquid in a U-shaped tube holds an equal level 

because of counterbalanced pressures). 

Substage 2 Capacity to order triads of propositions or relations (for example, to understand that 

if Bob is taller than Joe and Joe is shorter than Dick, then Joe is the shortest of the 

three). 

Substage 3 True formal thought. Construction of all possible combinations of relations, 

systematic isolation of variables, and deductive hypothesis-testing 

Note. Reprinted from “The Adolescent as a Philosopher: The Discovery of the Self in a 

Postconventional World,” by L. Kohlberg and C. Gilligan, 1971, Daedalus, 100, pp. 1051-1086 with 

permission from the American Academy of Arts and Sciences. 
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in the physical/cognitive world and reflect the biological and cognitive development of 

human thought. The eras roughly correspond to the levels of development of childhood to 

adulthood. They show how the child learns to make meaning through interaction with the 

environment. 

The first major extension of Piaget’s developmental theory into adulthood 

occurred with Lawrence Kohlberg’s study on moral reasoning in 1981. Robert Kegan 

was a doctoral student of Lawrence Kohlberg at Harvard during the 1970s (Kegan, 

Lahey, & Souvaine, 1998, p. 39). Kohlberg’s theory concentrated on the relationship 

between the self and the social world. In it, there are three levels—preconventional, 

conventional, and postconventional—with more than one stage at each level. The six 

stages are as follows: 

1.  Heteronomous morality, focused on being obedient for its own sake, avoiding 

breaking rules backed by punishment, and avoiding physical damage to persons 

and property 

2.  Individualism, instrumental purpose, and exchange, focused on acting and 

following rules that are in one’s best interests and focusing on what is fair 

3.  Mutual interpersonal expectations, relationships, and interpersonal conformity, 

focused on meeting others’ expectations, showing concern for others, and 

maintaining mutual relationships through loyalty, trust, gratitude, and respect 

4.  Social system and conscience, focused on fulfilling one’s duties, upholding laws, 

and contributing to society 

5.  Social contract or utility and individual rights, focused on an understanding that 

values and opinions are relative 
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6.  Universal ethical principles, focused on following one’s chosen ethical principles 

(Kegan, 1982). 

These stages, which represent steps in the development of morality, are divided 

into three levels, which represent the way in which people relate to the world. The first 

level, preconventional (stages 1 and 2), can be described as tit for tat, or if you hurt me, 

I’ll hurt you, and is most often observed in very young children. The second level (stages 

3 and 4), and the initial level of adulthood, is the conventional stage, where one’s 

relationship to the group is the beginning and end of morality. This is the level where it is 

possible for people to commit atrocities because they think it is more important to remain 

loyal to the group than to preserve human life. The third level, postconventional (stages 5 

and 6), is the level of individuality, where it is possible to support the idea that everyone 

has the same level of rights as everyone else. It is the level where one begins to develop 

the concept of the unity of humankind.  

Kohlberg (1981) added behavior to cognition and affect. The theory isn’t only 

about thoughts and emotions but thoughts and emotions in interaction with other people 

and the environment and the likely consequences of any resulting behaviors. The child 

starts out at the preconventional level totally consumed with the effects of his/her 

behavior upon himself/herself. He is worried about being punished if he breaks the rules. 

As he gets older and moves to the conventional level, he becomes concerned with the 

effect his behavior may have upon others, not just with whatever punishment he may 

have to face. If he matures further to the postconventional level, he becomes concerned 

with the universal moral principles of right and wrong as well as what his behavior might 

mean in those terms. 



23 

There are two main elements of Piaget and Inhelder’s (1948) theory: (1) each 

stage of development represents a balance between the self and the environment, and 

(2) movement between the stages involves a process of differentiation from the 

environment and reintegration with it (Kegan, 1982, Kindle Locations 760-763). The 

stages are the unfolding and refolding of life in perpetuity and include the concept of 

fallback which means stepping back a stage due to some trauma (Livesay, 2015). Kegan 

took Piaget’s theory about biological/cognitive development, along with Kohlberg’s 

stages of moral growth in the social/cognitive world, and extended them into a discussion 

about the development of the entire self—cognitive, physical, emotional, and social—so 

that those elements became the core of what he was describing. He called it a 

constructive-development model.  

The “metapsychology” that Kegan (1982) developed as integral to his 

constructive-development model came out of Piaget’s basic structure (genetic 

epistemology) rather than just psychology alone (Kegan, 1982, Kindle Locations 383-

385). Kegan stated that there is a  

need for a sophisticated understanding of the relationship between the 

psychological and the social, between the past and the present, and between 

emotion and thought. Psychoanalytic theory is sometimes thought of as a theory 

about emotion, and cognitive-developmental theory as a theory about cognition; 

but in truth each is a theory of both, and each makes one dimension the master of 

personality and the other the slave. No new light on these or similar polarities will 

emerge until we are able to locate—philosophically, psychologically, and 

biologically; theoretically and empirically—a broader context in personality in 

which to reconstruct the questions. (Kegan, 1982, Kindle Locations 387-391) 

Kegan proposed that his constructive-development model did this very thing: it offered a 

broader context in which to understand personality and growth and how they change over 

time and through experience.  
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Kegan (1982) used the idea of cognition and affect residing within the context of 

development; absorbed Kohlberg’s (1981) concepts of moral development in adulthood to 

show how cognition and affect lead to behavior; and developed his own six-stage theory of 

development (see Table 2.2 later in this chapter) (Kegan, 1982, p. 377). He noted: 

Human development involves a succession of renegotiated balances, or 

“biologics,” which come to organize the experience of the individual in 

qualitatively different ways. In this sense, evolutionary activity is intrinsically 

cognitive, but it is no less emotional; we are this activity and we experience it. 

Emotion is essentially phenomenological, the felt experience of a motion (hence, 

“e-motion”). In identifying evolutionary activity as the fundamental ground of 

personality, I am suggesting that the source of our emotions is the 

phenomenological experience of evolving—of defending, surrendering, and 

reconstructing a center. (Kegan, 1982, Kindle Locations 1453-1458) 

According to Kegan, the constructive-development model is neo-Piagetian 

because it extends Piaget’s stages about childhood development into adulthood; it 

includes emotions in addition to cognition; although it uses stages it also uses 

transformation as a method of moving from one stage to another; it includes the inner 

subjective experience in addition to the external objective experience of learning; and it 

goes beyond the individual to include the social context of the learner (McCauley et al., 

2006).  

Tenets and Stages 

Kegan’s constructive-development model has seven basic tenets: 

1. People make an effort to understand themselves and their environment. 

2. All people create meaning according to stages or levels. 

3. The stages follow each other in a specific sequence, with each succeeding stage 

encompassing the previous stage. 
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4. People don’t reverse themselves in stages, although they are able to reflect 

backward on prior ways of understanding. 

5. Subsequent stages include all prior stages and are more complex; however, they 

are not qualitatively better than prior stages. 

6. Movement from one stage to the next is stimulated by increased environmental 

complexity that forces one to develop a more complex way of understanding. 

7. A person’s stage influences what he or she notices and can describe or reflect 

upon (McCauley et al., 2006). 

The first transformation lays the groundwork, or not if there are problems, for all 

the other transformations that can occur during life. For example, Kegan (1982) said of 

the infant’s transformation from incorporative (Stage 0) to impulsive (Stage 1): 

Rather than being my reflexes, I now have them, and “I” am something other. “I” 

am that which coordinates or mediates the reflexes, what we mean by “impulses” 

and “perceptions.” This is the new subjectivity. For the very first time, this creates 

a world separate from me, the first qualitative transformation in the history of 

guaranteeing the world its distinct integrity, of having it to relate to, rather than to 

be embedded in. (Kegan, 1982, Kindle Locations 1402-1412) 

This description of the first transformational change demonstrates how infants 

take what is subject, their entire world, and make it an object. As they do so, they move 

from one stage to the next in the transformational change process. The process sets the 

basis for each transformational change that follows in life. If there are problems at this 

stage—as attachment models of various kinds explain the different ways in which people 

relate to each other—then there may be great difficulties in this stage or any future stages 

(Siegel, 2013). The stages are as follows: 

1. Stage 0. In the incorporative stage, the infant is undifferentiated from his 

environment. There is no boundary between what is “him” and what is other. 
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There is no distinction between “inner and outer sources of pleasure and 

discomfort” (Kegan, 1982, p. 109). The movement from this stage to the next 

entails significant neurological growth in the brain. 

2. Stage 1. In the impulsive stage, the toddler now has impulses (object); she no 

longer is her impulses, but she is still subject to her own perceptions. Her 

emotions and thought patterns are barely under control and very changeable. A 

child at this age cries, laughs, and yells easily; she goes from one emotion and 

thought to another with little memory of what she was thinking and feeling just 

moments before. However, at this stage, the child cannot experience ambivalence; 

she can’t feel two conflicting emotions at the same time. 

3. Stage 2. The change from the impulsive stage to the imperial stage is the result of 

the child gaining greater and greater control over her thoughts and emotions. She 

is no longer subject to these emotions, she has them; they become the “object of 

her meaning making” (Kegan, 1982, Kindle Location 1554). This is the stage 

where the child develops an internal, private world, and also develops a 

conscience with an understanding of guilt.  

4. Stage 3. The change from the imperial stage to the interpersonal stage is the 

movement of the child, now adolescent, to the first stage of adulthood. At this 

point, the person has needs, but those needs have become object, so he can make 

room for other people’s needs. This is the stage of socialization where 

relationships with other people become primary and the person can begin to learn 

to balance his needs with those of others. He is no longer a dictator with his 

friends and family; he is a collaborator and must balance his needs with those of 



27 

others. Ambivalence is possible at this stage and tends to represent the conflict 

between one shared reality and another. Daniel Siegel (2013) described the 

neurological changes that occur when the adolescent brain grows to be an adult 

brain as one of the most profound times of change in human life—at least as 

major as the change from infant to toddler. He described these changes through 

the acronym of ESSENCE, in which the adolescent brain contains emotional 

spark, social engagement, novelty, and creative explorations (Siegel, 2013). 

5. Stage 4. In moving from the interpersonal stage to the institutional stage, the adult 

no longer is her relationships, she has relationships. Relationships become the 

object but, at the same time, the adult becomes subject to her own internal system 

that she has built. Emotions tend to be internally controlled rather than controlled 

by others, as was the case in Stage 3. This internal system has as its strength “the 

person’s new capacity for independence, to own herself, rather than having all the 

pieces of herself owned by various shared contexts” (Kegan, 1982, Kindle 

Locations 1800-1801). However, that is also where the system is weakest, as it 

doesn’t see any other system besides itself. 

6. Stage 5. The final change in adulthood, from institutional to interindividual, is 

where the adult is no longer subject to his own system; that system becomes 

object. However, the adult can now see other systems of thought and feeling. 

There is a person who runs the organization or relationships and the organization 

or relationships becomes object; one is no longer subject to it. This can be very 

liberating because the adult no longer has to try to manage everything according 

to his own system of feelings and thoughts, but can let go of some of that and 
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recognize and consider other systems from other people. There is also greater 

opportunity for shared intimacy at this stage.  

Kegan (1994) discussed the importance of teachers or psychologists knowing 

exactly what stage an adult is in before they try to move the student or client forward to 

the next stage. For example, Kegan didn’t think it would be possible for an adult in the 

interpersonal stage to skip the self-authoring stage and jump to the self-transforming 

stage. Kegan believed that all the stages are mutually exclusive paradigms and that once a 

person moves from a lower stage to a higher stage, it’s impossible for the person to look 

at the world from the lower stage anymore without the upper stage intruding. Although, 

upon reflection, Kegan said it might be possible for someone in a higher stage to 

remember how he or she looked at the world through the lens of the lower stage, but the 

higher stage is not truly set aside or forgotten in this process (Livesay, 2015).  

It is possible for a person to be at the interpersonal stage in some areas and self-

actualized in others, so that one might be 50% self-actualized in total, since the theory 

permits substages between the major stages. Kegan called these substages part of the 

bridge from one stage to the next. A person may move quickly or slowly over the bridge, 

so it’s possible to be partially in one stage or another. Kegan believed that a 

transformational change of significance could move someone from one stage, or perhaps 

just step along the bridge or a substage, to another and that it is likely to alter a person’s 

epistemology or way of knowing and understanding the world. Kegan’s stages are 

depicted in Table 2.2.  
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Table 2.2 

Five Increasingly Complex Epistemologies 

 Subject Object Underlying structure 

 PERCEPTIONS 

Fantasy 

 

SOCIAL PERCEPTIONS/ 

IMPULSES 

Movement 

 

 

Sensation 

Single point/immediate/ 

atomistic 

. 

 CONCRETE 

Actuality 

  Data, cause and effect 

 

POINT OF VIEW 

  Role-concept 

  Simple reciprocity (tit for 

   tat) 

 

ENDURING 

DISPOSITIONS 

  Needs, preferences 

  Self-concept 

Perceptions 

 

 

 

Social 

perceptions 

 

 

 

Impulses 

Durable category 

 

 

 

 

 

The 

socialized 

mind 

T
R

A
D

IT
IO

N
A

L
IS

M
 

ABSTRACTIONS 

  Ideality 

  Inference, generalization 

  Hypothesis, proposition 

  Ideals, values 

 

MUTUALITY/ 

INTERPERSONALISM 

  Role consciousness 

  Mutual reciprocity 

 

INNER STATES 

  Subjectivity,  

  self-consciousness 

Concrete 

 

 

 

 

 

Point of view 

 

 

 

 

Enduring 

dispositions 

Needs, 

preferences 

Cross-categorical 

Trans-categorical 

 

 

 

 

 

The self-

authoring 

mind 

M
O

D
E

R
N

IS
M

 

ABSTRACT SYSTEMS 

  Ideology 

  Formulations,  

  authorization 

  Relations between  

  abstractions 

 

INSTITUTION 

  Relationship-regulating  

  forms 

  Multiple-role  

  consciousness 

 

Abstractions 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mutuality 

Interpersonalism 

 

 

 

 

System/complex 
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 Subject Object Underlying structure 

SELF-AUTHORSHIP 

  Self-regulation,  

  self-formation 

  Identity, autonomy,   

  individuation 

 

Inner states 

Subjectivity 

Self-

consciousness 

The self-

transforming 

mind 

P
O

S
T

-M
O

D
E

R
N

IS
M

 
DIALECTICAL 

  Trans-ideological/ 

  post-ideological 

  Testing formulation,  

  paradox 

  Contradiction, oppositeness 

 

INTER-INSTITUTIONAL 

  Relationship between forms 

  Interpenetration of self and  

   other 

 

SELF-TRANSFORMATION 

  Interpenetration of selves 

  Inter-individuation 

Abstract system 

ideology 

 

 

 

 

 

Institution 

relationship-

regulating forms 

 

 

Self-authorship 

Self-regulation 

Self-formation 

Trans-system 

Trans-complex 

 

 

 

 

 

 LINES OF DEVELOPMENT 

KEY COGNITIVE 

INTERPERSONAL 

INTRAPERSONAL 

Note. Reprinted from Learning as Transformation: Critical Perspectives on a Theory in Progress 

by J. Mezirow, 2000, Jossey-Bass, San Francisco, CA, pp. 62-63, with permission from the 

publisher. 

 

 

Kegan et al. (2001) applied constructive-development theory to a very large study 

about three ABE/ESOL (adult-based education/English for speakers of other languages) 

programs which had the goal of “helping adults to become better prepared to join and/or 

participate in the workforce or civic life, to increasing skill development, to personal 

empowerment, and to engage in social and political change” (p. 16). A key finding was 

that age, education level, ethnic background, and race did not predict a student’s 

developmental stage. They found that the complexity and range of the very diverse group 

of adult students in their study was similar to that found among native English-speaking 

adults. They believed that this finding could address concerns that constructive-



31 

development theories describe “white, formally educated, and economically privileged 

adults” (Kegan et al., 2001, p. 667) only. 

Kegan stated: 

Seen “psychologically,” this process of changing stages is about the development 

of “knowing” (each evolutionary truce, striking a subject-object balance, becomes 

a way of knowing the world); but at the same time, we experience this activity. 

The experience, as we will see, may well be the source of our emotions 

themselves. Loss and recovery, separation and attachment, anxiety and play, 

depression and transformation, disintegration and coherence—all may owe their 

origins to the felt experience of this activity, this motion to which the word 

“emotion” refers. I use the word “meaning” to refer to this simultaneously 

epistemological and ontological activity; it is about knowing and being, about 

theory-making and investments and commitments of the self (Fingarette’s seminal 

ambiguity resolved). (Kegan, 1982, Kindle Locations 857-863) 

Kegan considered it “a lifespan developmental approach to object relations which 

describes a sequence of emotional, motivational, and psychodynamic organizations, as 

well as the now familiar cognitive and sociomoral ones” (Kegan, 1982, Kindle Locations 

1314-1316). In other words, this is how humans create value, which is “an expression of 

the relation between self and the object” (Makiguchi, 1989, p. 55); it is their primary 

creative attitude (C. Croswell, personal conversation, August 23, 2014) and direction. 

Kegan believed that when the adult’s current epistemology no longer suffices to explain 

the world, because of an event or an experience that doesn’t fit the current epistemology 

(when the holding environment is sufficiently supportive), then the adult changes his 

level of understanding to embrace a more complex way of understanding the world. This 

is how the adult changes stages from one level to another. The event or experience is the 

context of the transformational change. 

Kegan’s most pressing point, and the one that every human works to resolve, is 

“to what extent does the organism differentiate itself from (and so relate itself to) the 
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world” (Kegan, 1982, Kindle Location 850). However, ultimate resolution is impossible; 

this is a theory about starting and stopping in perpetuity. The theory describes the key 

question that everyone spends their life asking: What is my relationship to myself versus 

my relationship to the other? Kegan’s theory is a process rather than a product theory. 

Although an individual may reach one stage or the next, he or she is always negotiating 

the truce between self and other, and they are always in constant motion. 

The Goal of Making Meaning 

The overall goal in life for any human is to make meaning: 

Meaning is, in its origins, a physical activity (grasping, seeing), a social activity 

(it requires another), a survival activity (in doing it, we live). Meaning, 

understood in this way, is the primary human motion, irreducible. It cannot be 

divorced from the body, from social experience, or from the very survival of the 

organism. Meaning depends on someone who recognizes you. Not meaning, by 

definition, is utterly lonely. Well-fed, warm, and free of disease, you may still 

perish if you cannot “mean.” (Kegan, 1982, Kindle Locations 572-580) 

Meaning forms the basis of Kegan’s (1982) constructive-development model. 

Kegan had five principles of constructivist thought that described his understanding of 

meaning-making. They include the following: 

1. Human being is meaning making. For the human, what evolving amounts to is 

evolving a system of meaning. 

2. These meaning systems shape our experience. 

3. These meaning systems, to a great extent, give rise to our behavior. 

4. A given system of meaning organizes our thinking, feeling, and acting over a 

wide range of human functioning. 

5. There are striking regularities to the structure of meaning-making systems. 

(Kegan & Lahey, 1984, p. 203; italics in the original) 

 

A human must first constitute meaning out of the interaction between himself and 

his environment, for at the beginning, as an infant, there is no out there (object) and no in 

here (subject) but rather everything is the infant. However, evolutionary development 
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forces the developing child to begin to construct an “out there” and “in here” and to learn 

to make meaning (Fleck-Henderson & Kegan, 1989, pp. 270-271). Furthermore, 

Evolutionary truces establish a balance between subject and object. Can I be more 

precise and demonstrate exactly what balance would account for this strange way 

that children think? Consider Piaget’s most famous study. Two identically shaped 

glasses or beakers are filled with equal amounts of water. The child agrees that 

each beaker contains the same amount. The contents of one of the beakers are 

poured into a taller, thinner beaker (resulting in a higher water level than in the 

remaining beaker), and the child is asked about the relative amounts. The child 

usually answers that the taller, thinner beaker has more. Now anyone’s first 

response to such an answer is to pour the contents of the taller, thinner beaker 

back into the original beaker. We imagine that when the levels match once again 

the child will surely see that the contents of the poured beaker are equal to those 

of the unpoured beaker. “Yes,” the typical child may say, “they are equal—now.” 

When the contents are poured once again into a shorter, wider beaker, they 

become less than the contents of the remaining beaker, and so on. (Kegan, 1982, 

Kindle Locations 572-580) 

This, in part, explains the odd way that young children have of looking at the 

world. They are constantly constructing, reaffirming, and adjusting this subject-object 

relationship. It forms the center of an epistemology or way of understanding the world. 

We control an “object,” whereas that which is “subject” controls us. The constructive-

development model looks at the development process as a gradual movement of the 

“subject” toward becoming the “object” with a simultaneously more complex 

understanding of the world. Kegan (2000) called this movement “the real meaning of 

transformation in transformation learning theory” (pp. 52-53). For example, in the 

socialized stage, we are our relationships, but when we move to the self-authoring stage, 

we separate from our relationships, develop a central authority, and recognize our 

relationships as being separate from ourselves. At the next stage, the self-transforming 

mind lets go of the control of the self-authoring mind and allows other systems to enter 

in. Kegan believed that life is a continual process of moving from one stage to the other, 
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occasionally falling back (Livesay, 2015), moving from differentiation to integration, as 

shown on each side of a helix (Figure 2.1), with each stage being supported by a holding 

environment during the process. One side of the helix is an effort at differentiation 

(psychologics favoring independence), and the other side is the effort at integration 

(psychologics favoring inclusion). 

 

 

Figure 2.1. A helix of evolutionary truces. Reprinted from The Evolving Self: Problem and 

Process in Human Development by Robert Kegan, 1982, p. 109, Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, p. 109, with permission of the copyright holder, the President and Fellows of 

Harvard College. 

 

Holding Environments as a Bridge Between One Stage and the Next 

A holding environment is a term coined by Winnicott (1965, p. 43) to describe 

an environment that is similar to a mother holding an infant. Winnicott felt that the 

mother’s holding was critical to the further development of the child, and any lack or 
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flaw would be reflected in a form of stunting or developmental retardation. Kegan 

believed that the holding environment is the culture, society, family, etc., that the 

person is embedded within (Kegan, 1982, Kindle Locations 2013-2015) and it is not 

limited to infancy. A holding environment serves three functions: “It must hold on. It 

must let go. And it must stick around so that it can be reintegrated” (Kegan, 1982, 

Kindle Locations 2069-2070). First, holding environments “recognize the experience 

the person is subject to and confirm that the meaning system behind that experience is 

coherent and understandable.” Second, they enable a person to “recognize the 

limitations of his or her meaning system and differentiate themselves from it.” Finally, 

they support “the person in the reintegration of the meaning systems from which they 

have differentiated themselves and in the emergence of a more encompassing subject-

object relationship” (Baron & Cayer, 2011, p. 348).  

Ghosh, Haynes, and Kram (2013) described holding environments as important 

for the development of leaders. They believed that holding environments are “a reliable 

environment where the leaders can feel safe to examine and interact with what their 

worlds present, even when they are anxious or temporarily need a secure base to which 

to retreat” (Ghosh et al., 2013, p. 233). According to McCauley et al. (2006, p. 636), 

“an order of development (or stage of development) is a complex interaction between 

the individual’s meaning-making capability and the holding environment.”  

As applied to Kegan’s stages below, holding environments are critical to the 

further development of the individual. Without a stable holding environment, a person 

may find it too frightening to move to the next level of his or her development and so 

remain stuck in the present one. Kegan presented a “picture of developmental 
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detention—a 2-year-old unwilling to communicate, a 5-year-old unwilling to go off to 

school, an adolescent unwilling to eat” and indicated that these represented “an active 

attempt to resist the motion of life, the motion of evolution, which, to some extent, 

however attenuated, is proceeding even in these extremely impoverished 

circumstances” (Kegan, 1982, Kindle Locations 2106-2109). The developmental 

retardation is the result of a meager, barely supportive culture; for healthy development, 

without that culture, may be delayed or even stopped entirely.  

Table 2.3 explains the steps that one goes through moving through the stages 

and the purpose of the holding environment in each step. Basically, one starts in a stage 

embedded in a kind of world typified by the mother’s arms (Stage 0). This is the initial 

holding environment or culture of embeddedness. Each further stage has a different 

holding environment, so that Stage 1 is the family holding environment, Stage 2 is the 

school holding environment, Stage 3 is the one-to-one relationship holding 

environment, Stage 4 is the holding environment of a person’s identity, and finally, 

Stage 5 is the holding environment of intimacy. In each holding environment, the 

person starts by holding on to the main elements of the stage, then as the world becomes 

too complex for those elements to continue working well, the person lets go of that 

stage and moves to the next stage, seeking clarity and understanding. Once the 

individual is in the next stage, its holding environment encourages him or her to 

stabilize and reintegrate (Kegan, 1982). 
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Table 2.3 

Forms and Functions of Embeddedness Cultures 

Evolutionary balance and 

psychological 

embeddedness 

Culture of 

embeddedness 

Function 1: 

Confirmation 

(holding on) 

Function 2: Contradiction 

(letting go) 

Function 3: 

Continuity (staying 

put for 

reintegration) 

Some common natural 

transitional “subject-

objects” (bridges)* 
(0) INCORPORATIVE 

Embedded in: reflexes, 

sensing, and moving. 

Mothering or 

serving as 

primary 

caretakers. 

Mothering 

culture. 

Literal holding: 

close physical 

presence, comfort 

and protecting. Eye 

contact. 

Recognizing the 

infant. Dependence 

upon and merger 

with oneself. 

Recognizes and promotes 

toddler’s emergence from 

embeddedness. Does not 

meet child’s every need, 

stops nursing, reduces 

carrying, acknowledges 

independence and willful 

refusal. 

Permits self to 

become part of 

bigger culture, i.e., 

the family. High 

risk: prolonged 

separation from 

infant during 

transition period (6 

months–2 years). 

Medium of 0-1 

transition blankie, 

teddy, etc. A soft, 

comforting, nurturant 

representative of 

undifferentiated 

subjectivity, at once 

evoking that state and 

“objectifying” it. 

(1) IMPULSIVE 

Embedded in: impulse 

and perception. 

Typically, the 

family triangle. 

Parenting 

culture. 

Acknowledges and 

cultures exercises 

of fantasy, intense 

attachments, and 

rivalries. 

Recognizes and promotes 

child’s emergence from 

egocentric embeddedness 

in fantasy and impulse. 

Holds child responsible 

for his or her feelings, 

excludes from marriage, 

from parents’ bed, from 

home during school day, 

recognizes child’s self-

sufficiency and asserts 

own “other sufficiency.” 

Couple permits 

itself to become part 

of a bigger culture, 

including school 

and peer relations. 

High risk: 

dissolution of 

marriage or family 

unit during 

transition period 

(roughly 5-7 years). 

Medium of 1-2 

transitions: imaginary 

friend. A repository 

for impulses which 

before were me, and 

which eventually will 

be part of me, but here 

a little of each. E.g., 

only I can see it, but it 

is not me. 
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Evolutionary balance and 

psychological 

embeddedness 

Culture of 

embeddedness 

Function 1: 

Confirmation 

(holding on) 

Function 2: Contradiction 

(letting go) 

Function 3: 

Continuity (staying 

put for 

reintegration) 

Some common natural 

transitional “subject-

objects” (bridges)* 

(2) IMPERIAL 

Embedded in: enduring 

disposition, needs, 

interests, wishes. 

Role recognizing 

culture. School 

and family as 

institutions of 

authority and role 

differentiation. 

Peer gang, which 

requires role-

taking. 

Acknowledges and 

cultures displays of 

self-sufficiency, 

competence, and 

role differentiation. 

Recognizes and promotes 

preadolescent’s (or 

adolescent’s) emergence 

from embeddedness in 

self-sufficiency. Denies 

the validity of only taking 

one’s own interests into 

account, demands 

mutuality that the person 

hold up his/her end of 

relationship. Expects 

trustworthiness.  

Family and school 

permit themselves 

to become 

secondary to 

relationships of 

shared internal 

experiences. High 

risk: family 

relocation during 

transition period 

(roughly early 

adolescence, 12-16 

years). 

Medium of 2-3 

transitions: chum. 

Another who is 

identical to me and 

real but whose needs 

and self-system are 

exactly like needs 

which before were 

me, eventually a part 

of me, but now 

something between. 

(3) INTERPERSONAL  

Embedded in: mutuality, 

interpersonal 

concordance. 

Mutually 

reciprocal one-to-

one relationships. 

Culture of 

mutuality. 

Acknowledges and 

cultures capacity 

for collaborative 

self-sacrifice in 

mutually attuned 

interpersonal 

relationships. 

Orients to internal 

state, shared 

subjective 

experience, 

“feelings,” mood. 

Recognizes and promotes 

late adolescent’s or adult’s 

emergence from 

embeddedness in 

interpersonalism. Person 

or context that will not be 

fused with but still seeks, 

and is interested in, 

association. Demands the 

person assume 

responsibility for own 

initiatives and preferences. 

Asserts the other’s 

independence. 

Interpersonal 

partners permit 

relationship to be 

relativized or placed 

in bigger context of 

ideology and 

psychological self-

definition. High 

risk: interpersonal 

partners leave at the 

very time one is 

emerging from 

embeddedness (no 

easily supplied age 

norms). 

Medium of 3-4 

transitions: going 

away to college, a 

temporary job, the 

military. 

Opportunities for 

provisional identity 

which both leave the 

interpersonalist 

context behind and 

preserve it, intact, for 

return; a time-limited 

participation in 

institutional life (e.g., 

4 years of college, a 

service hitch). 
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Evolutionary balance and 

psychological 

embeddedness 

Culture of 

embeddedness 

Function 1: 

Confirmation 

(holding on) 

Function 2: Contradiction 

(letting go) 

Function 3: 

Continuity (staying 

put for 

reintegration) 

Some common natural 

transitional “subject-

objects” (bridges)* 

(4) INSTITUTIONAL 

Embedded in: personal 

autonomy, self-system 

identity. 

Culture of 

identity or self-

authorship (in 

love or work). 

Typically: group 

involvement in 

career, admission 

to public arena. 

Acknowledges and 

cultures capacity 

for independence; 

self-definition; 

assumption of 

authority; exercise 

of personal 

enhancement, 

ambition, or 

achievement; 

“career” rather than 

“job,” “life 

partner” rather than 

“helpmate,” etc. 

Recognizes and promotes 

adult’s emergence from 

embeddedness in 

independent self-

definition. Will not accept 

mediated, non-intimate, 

form-subordinated 

relationship. 

Ideological forms 

permit themselves 

to be relativized on 

behalf of the play 

between forms. 

High risk: 

ideological supports 

vanish (e.g., job loss 

at the very time one 

is separating from 

this embeddedness 

(no easily supplied 

age norm). 

Medium of 4-5 

transitions: 

ideological self-

surrender (religious 

or political); love 

affairs protected by 

unavailability of the 

partner. At once a 

surrender of the 

identification with the 

form while preserving 

the form. 

(5) INTERINDIVIDUAL 

Embedded in: 

interpenetration of 

systems. 

Culture of 

intimacy (in 

domain of love 

and work). 

Typically: 

genuinely adult 

love relationship. 

Acknowledges and 

cultures capacity 

for 

interdependence, 

for self-surrender 

and intimacy, for 

interdependent 

self-definition. 

   

Note. Reprinted from The Evolving Self: Problem and Process in Human Development by Robert Kegan, 1982, p. 109, Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, pp. 118-120, with permission of the copyright holder, the President and Fellows of Harvard College. 

*In the construction of this column I am indebted to the thinking of Mauricia Alvarez. 
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Organizational Studies That Have Applied the Constructive-Development Model 

Many studies have used the constructive-development model as outlined by 

Kegan (1982). Although most organizational studies have been in the leadership arena, 

there have been papers and dissertations outside of leadership that have applied the 

constructive-development model to developmental networks of mentors and mentees, 

work motivation, career counseling, education, and meditation. These applications, from 

a variety of papers that seem most pertinent to this study, are examined here.  

Leadership. The first application of Kegan’s theories in this dissertation is in 

leadership. According to McCauley et al. (2006) in their literature review of the 

constructive-development model and leadership, Kegan’s theory has been used to look at 

three areas: (1) a person’s order of development as it is related to his or her effectiveness 

as a leader, (2) how a follower’s order of development influences his or her evaluation of 

the leader, and (3) the need for formal leader development programs to have holding 

environments that encourage movement from one developmental stage to the next 

(McCauley et al., 2006, p. 639). 

Kuhnert and Lewis (1987), using Bass’s (1985) theory of transformational 

leadership, proposed that Kegan’s constructive-development model explains why some 

leaders are transactional in their approach to leadership and some are transformational. 

They believe that leaders at the level of the socialized mind, Stage 3, are more likely to 

use transactional methods to motivate subordinates, and leaders at the self-authoring 

state, Stage 4, are more likely to use transformational methods to motivate subordinates. 

In this conceptual article, Kuhnert and Lewis (1987) proposed that constructive-

development theories, by “understanding the processes through which people construct 
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meaning out of their experiences may advance our knowledge of how leaders understand, 

experience, and approach the enterprise of leading” (p. 650). 

Following 20 years of leadership effectiveness study results they characterized as 

contradictory or inconclusive, Harris and Kuhnert (2008) measured leadership 

effectiveness using the subject-object interview method developed by Kegan and Lahey 

in 1984 using 360-degree feedback scores. They concluded that (1) the leader’s 

development level (stage) predicted effectiveness as assessed by superiors, peers, 

subordinates, and self; (2) leaders in the higher stages were better at leading change, 

managing performance, and creating a vision; and (3) superiors and peers were better at 

predicting effectiveness than subordinates or self.  

Phipps (2012) suggested that the constructive-development model serves as a 

mediating variable in the leader’s spiritual beliefs as related to strategic decision making. 

Addressing the question “How do the individual spiritual beliefs of a strategic leader 

affect his or her decision making?” (p. 179), she presented several propositions for 

further study, some of which relied upon the constructive-development model. She 

suggested that “top level leaders require the ability to think differently” (Phipps, 2012, 

p. 183). She based her second proposition, that a leader’s stage of development will 

mediate the effect of the leader’s beliefs on strategic decisions, upon a similar statement 

by Lewis and Jacobs (1992): “It is not nearly as important to discover what a potential 

strategic leader believes (a values issue) or how he or she prefers to operate (a style issue) 

as it is to know how the leader structures an understanding of the strategic environment” 

(p. 122). She further believed, in her third proposition, that the leader’s way of believing 

may be a result of his or her stage of development. She called this the leader’s meta-



 

42 

belief, or what the leader believes about his or her own belief structure (Phipps, 2012, 

p. 183). 

In their conceptual paper, Valcea, Hamdani, Buckley, and Novicevic (2011) 

discussed the leader-follower relationship: 

In a leader-follower dyad, the counterpart with more complex and advanced ego 

level (state of development) can influence the ego development of the less 

developed individual in the dyad. Moreover, we suggest that the quality of the 

leader-follower relationship will influence the degree to which leaders and 

followers can influence the ego development of each other. (p. 605) 

They stated that four main tenets reside at the center of the constructive-development 

model: cognitive style, interpersonal orientation, conscious preoccupation, and mode of 

ethical judgment (p. 606). Furthermore, they believed that a shift to a higher order means 

a shift in each of the four tenets. Finally, in their review of the literature, they identified 

two primary reasons why individuals do not move to a higher level: a lack of challenge in 

their environment or sufficient challenges but little support for forward movement, i.e., a 

flaw in the holding environment. Either reason is enough to stop someone’s forward 

movement into the next level. Valcea et al. (2011) made several propositions for future 

research focusing on development through delegation, development through feedback, 

development through participation, and the importance of the holding environment. They 

suggested using the subject-object interview (Lahey et al., 2011) to determine the 

participant’s current framework of thinking.  

In their study on how senior leaders develop resilience, Elkington and Breen 

(2015) relied on the stage theories of Kegan, Cook-Greuter, Loevinger, and Torbert. Each 

of these theorists proposed that adults move from one stage to the next, developing 

greater complexity in thinking and acting. The researchers interviewed 17 high-level 
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directors, vice presidents, and chief executive officers (CEOs) to discover the impact of 

adversity on their resilience. Their results revealed five themes: (1) the leaders had 

mechanisms to help them survive such as spirituality and family and friends; (2) 

adversity offered great learning opportunities; (3) there was a “crucible” moment when 

the adversity changed from being a terrible time to being a time to learn and grow; (4) in 

adversity leaders faced a moment when they had to choose how they wanted to lead in 

the future, with bitterness and anger or with love and caring; and (5) adversity led to 

reflection, which led to greater consciousness, which ultimately led to growth. The final 

element of this study is that the leaders discovered that adversity taught them patience 

and wisdom and that it was much better to lead collaboratively than by themselves 

(Elkington & Breen, 2015, p. 104). 

Livesay (2015) studied the phenomenon of “fallback,” where a person 

temporarily or permanently regresses back a stage of development due to adversity in 

both human and leadership development. Using grounded theory, she interviewed three 

original theorists of constructive-development theory, Robert Kegan, William Torbert, 

and Susanne Cook-Greuter, as well as the second generation of scholars in this area, 

David McCallum, Jennifer Garvey Berger, and Chuck Paulus. The results showed that 

(1) fallback has been ignored as a phenomenon; (2) it is poorly understood; (3) it has the 

potential for stimulating developmental growth but mostly when the person experiencing 

it is in a postconventional stage already (Kegan Stage 4 or 5); (4) the other component of 

fallback is spring forward; (5) the causes of fallback include ordinary triggers like death 

or some other kind of loss, physiological brain responses, challenges to identity, lack of 

support in organizations for higher levels of consciousness, and unresolved trauma, and 
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(6) fallback is important because it recognizes that human growth is not always in a 

forward, upward motion as constructive-development theories have implied and that it 

can be a positive element of human and leadership growth (Livesay, 2015, pp. 179-180). 

Reams (2017) provided an overview of the adult cognitive development research 

as it applies to leadership studies and noted that “proponents of this approach often still 

find themselves on the margins of research and application in the field” (p. 334). In spite 

of this, he gave an example of the effectiveness of using adult cognitive development 

research via a case study in which a multinational engineering and manufacturing firm 

put 400 of its leaders through a three-module, 7-day coaching program. In the program, 

each leader had eight individual sessions with a coach designed to focus on self-

awareness, transformative learning, and developmental growth (p. 340). He stated that 

“the findings revealed a process of movement from embeddedness in identifying with 

their reactive tendencies and a tendency to display characteristics of a socialized mindset 

(Stage 3) toward detachment from their reactive tendencies and evidence of an emerging 

self-authoring mindset” (p. 340). 

Mentor-mentee networks. The second application of the constructive-

development model relates to developmental networks otherwise known as mentor-

mentee networks, including feedback and collaboration. Chandler and Kram (2005) 

recommended that in the creation of developmental networks, either by the mentor or 

mentee, it is critical that each member’s developmental level be known in order for the 

relationship to be satisfactory. Their propositions tested the moderating effect of both the 

mentor’s and mentee’s developmental stage and suggested that each may change the 

effectiveness of the developmental network and the possible outcomes for the mentee. 
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They suggested that it may be critical that mentees not have a mentor who is at a lower 

level than they are. Otherwise, the relationship between the two may not progress to 

either one’s satisfaction. In addition, they implied that there may be different challenges 

and opportunities depending on what stage each participant is in (see Table 2.4). 

 
Table 2.4 

Individual Challenges and Opportunities for Mentees Depending on Stage 

 Challenges Opportunities 

Interpersonal • May appear overly reliant on 

developers 

• Difficulties in mediating 

developers’ opinions 

• Capable of nurturing relationships due to 

ability to transcend personal needs for 

others’ needs 

Institutional • Frustrated by diverse opinion 

and perspectives 

• May not reach out to 

mentors/overreliance on self 

• May not handle negative 

feedback from mentors well 

• Career change (due to diversity of 

network) 

• Effective socialization 

• Identity transformation beyond an 

individual’s relationships, thus freeing the 

individual to focus on building skills and 

leveraging talents 

Interindividual • Challenge in maintaining 

strong tie, diverse 

relationship network 

• Effective socialization and adjustment 

during a career transition 

• Career change 

• Rich “entrepreneurial networks” 

• Effective in utilizing diverse feedback and 

mediating opinions 

Note. Reprinted from “Applying an Adult Development Perspective to Developmental 

Networks,” by D. E. Chandler and K. E. Kram, 2005, Career Development International, 10(6/7), 

p. 587, with permission from the authors. 

 

 

Drago-Severson and Blum-DeStefano (2018) examined the feedback element of 

mentoring in their work on feedback and collaboration. Their argument was that “a 

developmental lens highlights the fact that adults will orient to and prioritize different 

things in their feedback and collaboration, such as meeting concrete needs (instrumental 

knowers or Stage 2), the expectations of valued others (socializing knowers Stage 3), 

their own ideals and judgments (self-authoring knowers or Stage 4), or interconnection 

and mutuality (self-transforming knowers Stage 5)” (p. 64). In other words, the stage that 
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one is in may predispose one to accepting feedback in that same stage and ignoring 

feedback if it appeals to another stage. Furthermore, they said that to develop a “culture 

of feedback” in an organization, one must employ the following key points: 

1. Recognize the value of mistakes 

2. Model vulnerability and adopt a learning stance 

3. Honor and care for the interpersonal by checking on the internal lives of 

colleagues 

4. Make expectations clear from both sides about the feedback process 

5. Share and explain developmental theory and practice 

6. Employ and strengthen collaborative structures (teaming, collegial inquiry, 

mentoring, and providing leadership roles). (pp. 69-74) 

 

However, for all their focus on developmental theory, they noted that research suggests 

that a person’s stage is not correlated with personality profile, intelligence, kindness, or 

happiness (Drago-Severson & Blum-DeStefano, 2018). 

 Work motivation. The constructive-development model was also applied in a 

quantitative study on work motivation (Bugenhagen & Barbuto, 2012). Freeman (2000, 

pp. 91-92) said that “motivation is the behaviorist’s term for emotion.” In their study, 

Bugenhagen and Barbuto tested a comparison they made between Leonard, Beauvais, 

and Scholl’s (1999) typology of motivational sources and Kegan’s stages. In essence, 

they were trying to find the relationship between emotion and Kegan’s stages. They 

found the following similarities: 

1. Intrinsic process motivation, where people perform work for the pleasure of it, is 

similar to the impulsive stage. 

2. Instrumental motivation, where people believe their efforts will lead to some 

tangible reward like pay or benefits, is similar to the imperial stage. 

3. Self-concept external motivation, where people seek affirmation of traits by 

others, is likened to the interpersonal stage. 



 

47 

4. Self-concept internal motivation, where self-concept is based on what a person 

feels about himself, is similar to the self-authoring stage. 

5. Goal internalization motivation, where people adopt attitudes and behaviors in 

line with their personal values, is similar to the self-transforming stage 

(Bugenhagen & Barbuto, 2012, pp. 36-37). 

The study involved 53 community and educational leaders, each of whom was 

given the subject-object interview. The result was that constructive-development 

progression predicted instrumental motivation but none of the other types of motivation. 

This result indicates that the remaining types of motivation—intrinsic process, self-

concept external, self-concept internal, and goal internalization—exist independently of 

an individual’s stage.  

Career counseling. The constructive-development model has also been applied in 

career counseling and coaching. McAuliffe and Eriksen (1999) proposed an assessment 

model for career counseling they called CPSS, an acronym for the elements of social 

context, life phase, constructive stage, and personality style that can be used as a tool to 

determine the client’s stage of development. The elements are as follows: 

1.  Context: Social context, or Where? Key question: “Where is the client placed 

in the circumstances around him or her, and how do these various contexts 

affect how he or she makes meaning?” 

2.  Phase: Life phase, or When? Key questions: “When will (or has) the client 

engage(d) in the sequence of age-related, psychological tasks that are 

expected of a person in this culture?” 

3.  Stage: Constructive developmental stage, or How? Key question: “How does 

the client currently make meaning, that is, what is his or her orientation 

toward sources of knowledge?” 

4.  Style: Personality style, or What? Key questions: “What tendencies does the 

person show in his or her interests, abilities, values, and temperament?” 

(McAuliffe & Eriksen, 1999, p. 269) 
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These authors developed a worksheet incorporating the above elements to use with their 

clients and cited the example of their client, “Maria,” who was counseled successfully 

after the assessment was administered. 

Helsing (2018) reviewed the psychological approaches that an immunity to 

change coach could use to help someone change. Immunity to change is defined as an 

“inner dynamic that preserves our existing way of making meaning” (Helsing, 2018, 

p. 187). The four-step immunity to change process is designed to unpack that dynamic so 

that individuals will learn what they have been doing to prevent their desired change from 

happening. The process is supposed to increase understanding and acceptance of self-

imposed barriers and to develop ways around them so that the change can be achieved. In 

this paper, she outlined six psychological perspectives that a coach can adopt to help 

individuals overcome their immunity to change as they are being coached: 

1. A neopsychoanalytic perspective, which investigates the unconscious mind, 

looking for anything that is causing anxiety or guilt and is unresolved from 

childhood.  

2. A cognitive psychological approach, which suggests that negative emotional 

experiences are a result of problematic thoughts and distorted thinking. 

3. A social psychologic perspective to look at the social environment and others’ 

expectations that can influence individual thoughts and actions. 

4. A critical psychological approach, which looks at how the individual may be 

struggling with unjust systems of power that are societal or cultural. 
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5. An understanding of constructive-development theory that is based on predictable 

stages of adult evolution so as to understand what stage the individual is operating 

from. 

6. An approach inclusive of Buddhist perspectives, which assumes that when 

individuals are suffering, they tend to turn to something familiar to feel better and 

to feel in control, even if that ultimately reinforces the suffering. If we are able to 

interrupt that need to control and eliminate suffering, we can look at it calmly and 

move on (pp. 192-203). 

She stated that the ultimate goal of coaching is to “assist adults in accelerating their 

growth to meet their challenges” (p. 185), and the acceleration she referred to is what will 

move an adult from one stage of development to another. 

Education. In their interpretive study of the transformations that students 

underwent in Royal Roads University’s Learning and Teaching Model, Walinga and 

Harris (2016) cited Kegan and many other constructive-developmental theorists. They 

merged all of the theories into an eight-step conceptual model, which they believed was 

confirmed by their 93 participants at the end of their education. The steps of the students’ 

transformation included the following:  

1. A disorienting dilemma 

2. A threatening and challenging opportunity for reflection 

3. A deliberate choice to confront the dilemma 

4. Questioning of assumptions 

5. Release of old ways of knowing 

6. Emergence of a new self-definition  
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7. Feelings of excitement about the new self and sadness at the loss of the old self  

8. A persistent life change (pp. 10-22) 

At the conclusion of the study, Walinga and Harris (2016) stated that this study 

“increased understanding of the student experience and will allow us to better support 

students on their learning journey” (p. 22). In addition, they indicated that educating the 

educators in transformational learning and constructive-development theories would lead 

to a better, more transformational learning experience for their students. 

Summary. All five applications examined a relationship: between leader and 

follower, counselor and counseled, mentor and mentee, coach and person being coached, 

and educator and student. They considered the relationship between one who is more 

advanced and the one who wishes to learn. In addition, all five applications stressed the 

importance of the holding environment and how it can promote the forward growth of the 

follower, student, counseled, and mentee. These two themes, that of a teacher and student 

and the environment of learning, were critical for this study, which documented, through 

the remembrances of the participants, how they learned mindfulness meditation and what 

the holding environment was like as they practiced meditation over several years. To that 

end, the sixth application of the constructive-development model, which is mindfulness 

meditation, served as the context for this study and is discussed in the following section. 

Mindfulness Meditation as the Context for the Study 

The elements of mindfulness meditation are twofold, mindfulness and meditation. 

“Mindfulness is awareness, cultivated by paying attention in a sustained and particular 

way: on purpose, in the present moment, and non-judgmentally” (Kabat-Zinn, 2012, 

Kindle Locations 118-119). For the purposes of this study, this definition of mindfulness 
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is a part of mindfulness meditation, the context of this study. Meditation is a form of 

disciplined, contemplative thought. With its origins in Tibetan Buddhism, it is “a 

technique in which you observe your own thoughts and feelings moment to moment and 

without judgment, from the perspective of a third party” (Begley & Davidson, 2012, p. 

131). Transcendental meditation, another form of contemplative thought, leads to 

transcendental consciousness. It is similar to mindfulness meditation but is a custom of 

the Vedic traditions of India rather than Tibet. Transcendental consciousness is defined as 

“a natural experience of restful wakefulness in which the mind is fully awake but 

completely silent. In this state, consciousness is awake to its own unboundedness rather 

than caught up in the boundaries of any specific thoughts, feeling, and perception” 

(Harung, Travis, Blank, & Heaton, 2009, p. 876). In both mindfulness meditation and 

transcendental meditation, the goal of practitioners is to reach a state where they are 

somewhat detached from the emotion they are feeling so that they have an opportunity to 

observe and react with equanimity. Meditation is supposed to remove some of the passion 

from extreme emotions and is intended to promote tranquility and to raise consciousness.  

Shapiro, Carlson, Astin, and Freedman (2006) described a model of mindfulness 

meditation based upon three components: intention, attention, and attitude. First, 

intention is described as the benefit that the meditator expects to obtain from meditating. 

This may change as the meditator continues to practice; i.e., he or she may start with the 

intention of relieving stress and end up with the intention of self-enlightenment. Shapiro 

(1992) found that the results of the meditation depend on the intention of the meditator. 

For example, if the meditator intended to alleviate stress, he did so; if he intended to 

explore his inner self, he did that. Second, attention “involves observing the operations of 
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one’s moment-to-moment, internal and external experience” (Shapiro et al., 2006, 

p. 376), and this aspect lies at the center of mindfulness. Third, attitude is how one feels 

about meditating. If one is cold and analytical, as in a scientist trying to discover the 

mechanisms of meditation, the results will be different than if one includes “an 

affectionate, compassionate quality, . . . a sense of open-hearted, friendly presence and 

interest” (Kabat-Zinn, 2009, p. 145).  

Shapiro et al. (2006) tied these three components together into a model based 

upon the process of mindfulness where “one is able to disidentify from the contents of 

consciousness (i.e., one’s thoughts) and view his or her moment-by-moment experience 

with greater clarity and objectivity” (p. 377). They called it reperceiving which they 

believed involves a shift in perspective so that the mind understands that it is not the 

thoughts it is thinking. Shapiro et al. (2006) further believed that besides fostering adult 

development, reperceiving facilitates self-regulation and self-management; clarifies 

values; increases cognitive, emotional, and behavioral flexibility; and through exposure 

to emotion, promotes objectivity.  

Shapiro et al. (2006) stated that there is a strong relationship between reperceiving 

and what normally occurs in the process of adult development. In addition, they 

suggested that mindfulness practice continues and accelerates the shift, since “increasing 

capacity for objectivity in relationship to one’s internal/external experience is in many 

ways the hallmark of mindfulness practice” (Shapiro et al., 2006, p. 378). Essentially, 

they argued that mindfulness meditation accelerates the process of constructive-

development learning because as the meditator meditates, he changes his ‘subject’ to 
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‘object’ and moves further along in the adult constructive-development continuum into 

higher and higher stages as described by Kegan.  

Hölzel and colleagues (2011) proposed a different description of how mindfulness 

meditation operates. They identified four key elements of most methods of mindfulness 

meditation: 

1. Attention regulation (focusing on a chosen object) 

2. Body awareness (sensory experiences such as breath awareness) 

3. Emotion regulation including  

a. Reappraisal (approaching emotional reactions differently) 

b. Exposure, extinction, and reconsolidation (exposing oneself to whatever is in 

one’s field of awareness, feeling what emotions come to the surface and not 

fighting them, accepting those emotions, and then letting them go) 

4. Change in perspective on the self (understanding that the self is not static). 

(Hölzel et al., 2011, p. 539) 

 

They went on to identify what regions of the brain are most likely to be affected as 

revealed by various studies. Attention regulation is linked to the anterior cingulate cortex;  

body awareness, to the insula and temporoparietal junction; emotion reappraisal, to the 

dorsal prefrontal cortex; emotion exposure, extinction, and reconsolidation, to the 

ventromedial prefrontal cortex, hippocampus, and amygdala; and change in perspective, 

to the medial prefrontal cortex, posterior cingulate cortex, insula, and temporoparietal 

junction. They focused on fear extinction and believed that the areas of the brain most 

affected by mindfulness meditation are also involved in mediating fear extinction. In 

addition, they described the four elements as very interrelated and representing an 

enhanced form of self-regulation. 

Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction 

The type of meditation used as the primary method for this study is mindfulness-

based stress reduction (MBSR). According to Jon Kabat-Zinn, MBSR 
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teaches people to engage in mindfulness, the form of meditation in which you 

practice nonjudgmental, moment-to-moment awareness. By “awareness,” I mean 

that while sitting in a quiet place, you focus on whatever sensations your body is 

experiencing or whatever thoughts and emotions your mind is generating. You 

might start by feeling the pressure of the chair. Or the tension in your legs. Or 

how your elbow feels compared with your shoulder. Then you might move on to 

notice that as you take mental inventory of your physical sensations, a thought 

about what to make for lunch pops into your mind. Or you notice that your brain 

feels suddenly quiet. The “moment-to-moment” part describes how you take each 

sensation or thought as it comes. Finally, the “nonjudgmental” part is key. If your 

legs feel tense, you do not scold yourself for having difficulty relaxing; your 

reaction is closer to “Huh, tense legs; interesting.” Similarly, for any thoughts and 

emotions, you do not intentionally pursue a thought as you ordinarily might. If 

those thoughts arise, you observe them disinterestedly, as if from the perspective 

of a dispassionate observer, but do not take them to heart. They’re just the 

interesting exudations of your brain’s synapses and action potentials. (as cited by 

Begley & Davidson, 2012, p. 200) 

Kabat-Zinn (2009) developed the method of MBSR in 1995 that is still used today 

around the world at many medical centers, including the University of Massachusetts 

Medical Center. The method entails seven weekly sessions in a classroom with an 

instructor, followed by an all-day retreat in Week 8. The students start learning 

meditation by concentrating on their breath, followed by a general scan of their body in 

Week 2, and then by practicing Hatha yoga. All through the course, the students have a 

question-and-answer period with their instructor in addition to the guided meditation. 

Between weekly sessions, they are to practice meditation 45 minutes a day, 6 days a 

week. The all-day retreat, at the end of the course, is a day spent in silence. The goal of 

the program is to help the students learn to deal with chronic pain and sickness or stress. 

Since the beginning of the program in 1990, the hospital has seen thousands of patients, 

and the program has been adopted and altered into mindfulness-based cognitive therapy 

by Daniel Siegel for the treatment of the mentally ill and dialectical behavior therapy for 

the treatment of the chronically suicidal (Bishop et al., 2004, p. 231). There are over a 
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hundred research studies testing the effectiveness of the core method, MBSR, many of 

which have looked at the effect of MBSR upon the brain (discussed further in the 

emotion section later in this chapter), and there are hundreds of instructors across the 

world (see www.umassmed.edu/cfm for an instructor). 

Empirical Studies of Mindfulness Meditation 

Kegan’s constructive-development model was applied in an empirical study to 

practitioners of mindfulness meditation by Cayer and Baron (2006). They completed two 

year-long studies (2001 and 2002) of managers who studied mindfulness meditation. 

These managers—at the stages of both conventional and postconventional development 

as measured using an adapted Washington University Sentence Completion Test, which 

is designed to measure stages of consciousness (similar to Lahey and Kegan’s subject-

object interview)—took an altered MBSR course. In addition, they practiced Bohm 

dialogue and belonged to learning communities for a year. The authors used Kohlberg’s 

(1981) theories on postconventional consciousness to see what stage the participants were 

in and also to see if they had moved forward or backward in stages. Results showed that 

there was a relationship between the emergence of postconventional consciousness in 

those managers who started at the conventional stage and a “marginal correlation” (Cayer 

& Baron, 2006, p. 1) between the number of times mindfulness meditation was practiced 

and the strength of the change. In other words, there was a relationship between the 

number of substages the participant advanced (using Kohlberg’s stages) and the number 

of times he or she practiced mindfulness meditation.  

In a later article, Baron and Cayer (2011) stated that “mentoring relationships, 

psychotherapy, teams, cohorts or other supportive situations” (p. 348) such as 

http://www.umassmed.edu/cfm
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mindfulness meditation classes form holding environments. This is a good description of 

what the meditation classroom experience is designed to provide. Many times, students 

have difficulty quieting their minds or sitting still in order to be able to be aware of the 

here and now. The classroom, along with the instructor, creates the safe environment that 

serves as a calming function and allows the student to deal with his own anxiety as he 

learns meditation. 

Baron and Cayer (2011) compared Kohlberg’s stages, as delineated by the 

Washington University Sentence Completion Test, to Kegan’s stages of consciousness 

development, where the principle at the center of adult development is the subject-object. 

Kegan “observed that each stage of consciousness could be more clearly defined in terms 

of what it allows the individual to see (objects of awareness) and what the individual sees 

through (the lenses through which one sees or to which one is subject)” (Baron & Cayer, 

2011, p. 348). In addition, Baron and Cayer (2011) stated: 

According to Kegan and Lahey (2009, p. 51), consciousness development occurs 

when one is able “to look at what before one could only look through, so that a 

way of knowing or making meaning becomes a kind of ‘tool’ that we have (and 

can control or use) rather than something that has us (and therefore controls and 

uses us). (p. 348). 

Mindfulness meditation is one way that Baron and Cayer (2011) identified to raise 

consciousness from one level to the next. 

Affective Science and Affective Neuroscience 

 Scholars in affective neuroscience spent many years looking at the relationship 

between thought and feelings even before the creation of positron emission tomography 

scans and functional magnetic resonance imagery (fMRI). The relationship between the 

two has been primarily investigated by Varela and Depraz and by Panksepp in their works 
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on valence and imagination in the former case and human and animal emotions in the 

latter. 

First, the relationship between perception, a manifestation of affect, and conception, 

a manifestation of thought, is constantly and dynamically coemerging (Varela & Depraz, 

2004). It is an ever-moving cycle from thought to feelings and back again, and in the process 

meaning emerges. Figure 2.2 depicts the creation of meaning through the coherence of 

cognition and emotion within the body and the environment. The outcome of this continuous 

process—or circular causality between thought and feeling, conception and perception, and 

cognition and emotion—is the meaning or meaningful behavior that constitutes the third 

domain of learning as a result of experience, namely, behavioral experience. In this context, 

meaning is a verb, a process, and is continuously emerging and changing. Similarly, by way 

of analogic reasoning, in statistical processes, the mean is seen as one of three measures of 

central tendency or coherence, holding together or structurally coupling cognition and 

emotion, conception and perception, and thought and feeling. These two coevolving 

components of a nondual, dynamic coemerging phenomenon can be called meaning.  

 
Figure 2.2. How meaning emerges (Croswell, personal communication, December 5, 2013, and 

September 29, 2019; adapted from Varela & Depraz, 2003; Weick, 2010). 
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Varela and Depraz (2003) applied these beliefs to a study into the centrality of 

imagination to the human mind and determined that perception is a form of restrained 

imagination. 

Stated bluntly, the brain mostly relates to its own activity and constantly engages 

in the organism’s maintenance and regulation. This endogenous, self-constitution 

activity is based on its extensive interconnectivity, but it also occurs because the 

brain, being part of the organism, never ceases in its self-regulation. This 

engenders ongoing levels of activity that constantly give rise to dynamic patterns, 

even in the absence of any world input. And one of the most dramatic 

manifestations of this fact is the flowery imaginary life that manifests during 

dreaming (or less naturally when one is put into a state of sensory deprivation). 

Ordinary perception is, to an essential degree, sensorimotor constrained 

imagination. Imagination is central to life itself, not a marginal or epiphenomenal 

side-effect of perception. (pp. 202-203) 

In addition, they pointed out that Buddhism, with its many forms of meditation, 

offers insight into the inherent and trainable aspects of the human mind and its ability to 

visualize through imagination (Varela & Depraz, 2003, p. 216). Two of the methods, 

Vajrayana and Tonglen, are traditions that have “concentrated on their detailed efficacy 

for inducing a transformation in the individual” (p. 219) who practices it.  

Finally, Jaak Panksepp (1998), in his seminal work on affective neuroscience, 

came to the same conclusion regarding the activity of the brain and the relationship 

between thought and affect. In addition, he also pointed out the failure of psychology to 

deal with the instinctual aspects of the human brain. 

It is becoming increasingly clear that humans have as many instinctual operating 

systems in their brains as other mammals. However, in mature humans such 

instinctual processes may be difficult to observe because they are no longer 

expressed directly in adult behavior but instead are filtered and modified by 

higher cognitive activity. Thus, in adult humans, many instincts manifest 

themselves only as subtle psychological tendencies, such as subjective feeling 

states, which provide internal guidance to behavior. The reason many scholars 

who know little about modern brain research are still willing to assert that human 

behavior is not controlled by instinctual processes is because many of our 

operating systems are in fact very “open” and hence very prone to be modified by 
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the vast layers of cognitive and affective complexity that learning permits. Still, 

the failure of psychology to deal effectively with the nature of the many 

instinctual systems of human and animal brains remains one of the great failings 

of the discipline. The converse could be said for neuroscience. (p. 122) 

The Importance of Affect and How It May Change the Brain 

Affect, which is one of the focuses of this study, was defined by Davidson, Scherer, 

and Goldsmith (2003) in their work on emotional science and with Sharon Begley (Begley 

& Davidson, 2012) in their work on emotional life. Richard Davidson is an expert in 

“affective neuroscience, the study of the brain mechanisms that underlie our emotions and 

the search for ways to enhance people’s sense of well-being and promote positive qualities 

of mind” (Begley & Davidson, 2012, p. i). Davidson divided affect into six types, with 

intensity moving from high to low and duration moving from short to long.  

1. Emotional state is of high intensity and short duration and tends to be caused by 

an experience, reflection, or daydreams. 

2. Feelings are emotions that persist over minutes or hours. 

3. Mood is a persistent feeling that may last for days.  

4. Attitude is a feeling that may persist for years and is sometimes called an 

emotional trait. 

5. Affective style is a consistent way of responding to experience. 

6. Temperament or character (low intensity, high duration) consists of a set of high-

level qualities that comprise particular attitudes and affective styles. 

Elsewhere, he discussed six dimensions of affective style: 

a) Resilience: How slowly or quickly you recover from adversity.  

b) Outlook: How long you are able to sustain positive emotion. 

c) Social intuition: How adept you are at picking up social signals from the 

people around you.  

d) Self-awareness: How well you perceive bodily feelings that reflect emotions.  
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e) Sensitivity to context: How good you are at regulating your emotional 

responses to take into account the context you find yourself in.  

f) Attention: How sharp and clear your focus is. (Begley & Davidson, 2012, 

Kindle Locations 148-165) 

Begley and Davidson (2012) indicated that no dimension is better than any other, 

although extremes of any of them may indicate pathology (pp. 4-6). 

Davidson indicated that the brain can physically change itself and its emotional 

styles due to deliberate changes such as meditation or through personal experiences. He 

also stated that the mind is a social construction based upon the experience that a person 

has and the environmental context for the experience. Through his studies on 

neuroplasticity at the University of Wisconsin, Davidson has been doing fMRI studies to 

measure brain activity. In many cases, by using before and after fMRIs, he has highlighted 

areas of increased or decreased blood flow in the brain, which is what an fMRI scan is 

measuring. An fMRI can show that certain areas of the brain responsible for emotional 

activity or regulation have changed. Figure 2.3 provides an example of fMRI images.  

 
Figure 2.3. Examples of functional magnetic resonance imaging. These images are from a study 

showing parts of the brain lighting up on seeing houses and other parts lighting up on seeing 

faces. The r values are correlations, with higher positive or negative values indicating a better 

match. Reprinted from “Resting State fMRI: A Personal History,” by B. B. Biswal, 2012, 

Neuroimage, 62(2), pp. 938-944, with permission from the publisher. 
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In fMRI studies involving normal subjects, subjects with various mental and 

physical pathologies, and Tibetan monks who are experts in meditation, Davidson 

showed that monks who have practiced meditation for 20 years or more have significant 

and measurable differences in their brain scans compared with normal subjects (Begley & 

Davidson, 2012). Furthermore, he showed that normal subjects who trained in and 

practiced mindfulness meditation for even a short time (8 weeks), in a controlled 

experiment, could make substantive changes in their brain patterns (Davidson, Kabat-

Zinn, et al., 2003). He used Jon Kabat-Zinn’s method, where subjects took a course in 

MBSR. Even a long-term meditator, one of the Tibetan monks in Davidson’s research, 

explained “all too modestly, that his own meditation practice was mediocre at best 

(something he attributed to a gallbladder problem), and that if we wanted to learn the 

effects of meditation, why, we should just meditate ourselves!” (Begley & Davidson, 

2012, p. 188). Many of the monks in Davidson’s research have been practicing 

meditation for decades and learning methods of meditation that require greater and 

greater self-control and discipline. Davidson’s studies have shown the structural, 

functional changes that mindfulness meditation can bring to the emotional sites of the 

brain, which has ushered in the concept of neuroplasticity. 

Davidson at the University of Wisconsin has completed many studies on the 

effect of mindfulness meditation on participants; he is a leader in this type of research. 

Some studies used measurements that include fMRI brain scans, some included eye blink 

tests or other tests of physical pain (such as an ice-cold bath), and others were based upon 

various tests meant to illuminate emotional activity. They included studies on how 

mindfulness meditation can improve purpose in life, which predicts resilience (Schaefer 
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et al., 2013), how long-term meditators feel less physical pain (Lutz, McFarlin, Perlman, 

Salomons, & Davidson, 2013), how mindfulness meditation helps with emotional 

regulation (Kral et al., 2018), and how different mindfulness meditation practices such as 

breath awareness, loving-kindness, and attention control produce different effects in the 

brain compared with gratitude exercises (Hirshberg et al., 2018). 

In another study, Harung et al. (2009) examined how the use of another form of 

meditation called transcendental meditation can lead to higher and higher forms of self-

actualization, which they argued is useful in developing more effective leadership. In 

addition, Harung et al. described states related to the more positive elements of 

Davidson’s affective style. Their stated purpose in the paper was to “illustrate and 

support a model of leadership which is based on the development of consciousness” 

(Harung et al., 2009, p. 873). They used the Brain Integration Scale and 

electroencephalogram (EEG) test (Harung et al., 2009), which they stated “positively 

correlates with high emotional stability, moral reasoning, inner stability, and lower 

anxiety.” They tested 20 Norwegian top-level managers who held their jobs for an 

average of 18 years and compared their scores to those of 20 middle- or low-level 

employees on brain integration, moral reasoning, and frequency of peak experiences. The 

top-level managers exceeded the lower-level managers in every element. In addition, 

Joiner and Josephs (2007) “found that of those leaders at the self-actualizing stage, 50 

percent had a daily meditation practice and 35 percent had a semi-regular practice” 

(Harung et al., 2009, p. 887). 

Neuroplasticity and emotion have also been studied in the area of 

transformational leadership. Waldman, Balthazard, and Peterson (2011) showed in their 
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study of charismatic and transformative business executives that the executives could be 

trained to improve the transformational nature of their leadership. They measured brain 

activity in the right brain frontal regions using quantitative electroencephalograms 

(qEEG; a form of EEG with 19 electrodes that measure the electrical activity of the 

brain) in a group of 50 CEOs to check the level of connectedness between the right and 

left side of the brain, which they believed is tied to the quality of inspirational 

leadership. This is what they called “coherence,” which is a way of tracking coordinated 

activity or communication between various areas of the brain. The authors stated that 

coherence is “ideally suited for the examination of complex behavioral concepts such as 

inspirational leadership behavior, which are likely to require multiple parts of the brain 

(e.g., emotional and cognitive centers) to act jointly (Cacioppo, Berntson, & Nusbaum, 

2008; Nolte, 2002)” (Waldman et al., 2011, p. 62). The front part of the brain is 

believed to be involved in the regulation and expression of emotion as well as higher 

cognitive functioning. The right part of the brain is believed to be involved more  

in the creative aspects of brain functioning. Results of their study showed the  

following: 

1. Right frontal coherence (through the qEEG) was associated with participants who 

coded high on socialized visionary communication (this has elements of altruism, 

social responsibility, empowered followers, and a focus on serving the interests of 

the greater good). 

2. Socialized vision was correlated with the followers’ perceptions of inspirational/ 

visionary leadership. 



 

64 

3. Right frontal coherence was only marginally associated with follower perceptions 

of inspirational/charismatic leadership. 

In addition, in their testing, they discovered a CEO who reported anger 

management issues and who exhibited less than average right frontal coherence. Anger 

management issues are definitely contraindicated in either transformational or 

charismatic leadership. These anger issues were traced back to an early childhood 

baseball head injury that was in a part of the brain previously identified as related to a 

person’s emotional stability.  

Based on knowledge gained through prior qEEG research dealing with the 

neurological basis of anger management problems (Fava, 1997; Lubar, Congedo, 

& Askew, 2003; Martens, 2001), and with the help of a neurotherapist using 

neurofeedback, this CEO was able to create new pathways in the brain to correct 

the problem. (Waldman et al., 2011, p. 69) 

In this case, the brain was changed through neurofeedback; in other studies, the 

brain was changed during mindfulness meditation or transcendental meditation. All the 

cases show that the adult brain can be neurologically plastic within contexts that are 

designed to promote emotional health. According to Eduardo Mercado (2008),  

Neural plasticity refers to the capacity of neural circuits to change in response to 

fluctuations in neural or glial activity. This phenomenon is typically associated 

with changes in synaptic connections between individual neurons but also 

includes processes such as the addition of new neurons (neurogenesis), 

increased myelination of axons, or changes in the size or shape of a neuron. 

(p. 110) 

It has long been known that children’s brains are malleable and neurologically 

plastic, and it’s quite easy to observe a child’s growing emotional maturity, but it wasn’t 

thought until recently that adult brains may have some of the same ability also (Mercado, 

2008). Mercado illustrated neural plasticity in Figure 2.4. 
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Figure 2.4. Neural plasticity. Idealized cognitive skill acquisition curves for individuals varying 

in cognitive plasticity. High cognitive plasticity is associated with rapid learning and high-

performance levels. The three curves could reflect learning by different species, by different 

individuals varying in intelligence, or by an individual at different points in her or her lifespan. 

Dotted line = low plasticity; dashed line = moderate plasticity; solid line = high plasticity. 

Reprinted from “Neural and Cognitive Plasticity: From Maps to Minds” by E. Mercado III, 2008, 

Psychological Bulletin, 134(1), pp. 109-137, with permission from the American Psychological 

Association. 

 

 

Although both the cognitive and emotional life of the brain has been discussed 

extensively for centuries, the actual biology of the brain and how it can functionally 

change in adulthood, in addition to childhood, has only recently been confirmed by 

science with the advent of new neurological testing methods, including fMRI and qEEG 

(Mercado, 2008). Mercado, Harung, Waldman, and Davidson have all demonstrated the 

brain’s ability to functionally change its own structure through long-term emotional 

effects.  

Several articles point out the challenges with such studies. The first article, “The 

Neuroscience of Mindfulness Meditation” (Tang, Hölzel, & Posner, 2015), is a 

comprehensive survey of the mindfulness meditation studies done from 1995 to 2015. It 

looked at cross-sectional studies and the few longitudinal studies that were completed and 

found that “as typical for a young research field, many experiments are not yet based on 
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elaborated theories, and conclusions are often drawn from post-hoc interpretations” 

(Tang et al., 2015, p. 213). The authors identified problems with poor controls, 

randomization, and small sample sizes. However, they also believed 

that there is emerging evidence that mindfulness meditation might cause 

neuroplastic changes in the structure and function of brain regions involved in 

regulation of attention, emotion, and self-awareness. Further research needs to use 

longitudinal, randomized and actively controlled research designs and larger 

sample sizes to advance the understanding of the mechanisms of mindfulness 

meditation in regard to the interactions of complex brain networks, and needs to 

connect neuroscientific findings with behavioral data. If supported by rigorous 

research studies, the practice of mindfulness meditation might be promising for 

the treatment of clinical disorders and might facilitate the cultivation of a healthy 

mind and increased well-being. (Tang et al., 2015, p. 222) 

Vago, Gupta, and Lazar (2018) focused on three surveys of only short-term 

(typically 8-week) mindfulness-based interventions (MBI) studies, such as MBSR and 

mindfulness-based cognitive therapy, in the last 20 years. In their opinion, “the scientific 

literature for MBIs has not adequately examined the causal relationship between practice 

time, state and trait mindfulness, and cognitive (or clinical) outcomes” (Vago et al., 2018, 

p. 145). They cited issues similar to those mentioned by Tang and colleagues: poor 

controls, randomization issues, small sample sizes, and the lack of longitudinal studies. 

They also noted the need to clearly identify the population being studied, whether healthy 

individuals, those with clinical problems, or a mixture of the two. 

Inferences for the Current Study 

This chapter has discussed the construct of the constructive-development model 

and individuals’ movement through ever more complex patterns of thinking and feeling 

over the course of their lives. It has introduced mindfulness meditation as the context of 

the study. Finally, it has brought into the conversation the recently discovered ability of 
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the adult brain to rewire itself in response to a learning event, with the suggestion that 

mindfulness meditation can be that learning event.  

Through this discussion, some inferences can be made. First, a short course of 

mindfulness meditation is a possible useful tool for facilitating transformational change, 

as described by Kegan and shown by Cayer and Baron (2006). However, the outcomes of 

mindfulness meditation have not been proven categorically, since some of Cayer and 

Baron’s (2006) subjects were already at the postconventional stage (equivalent to 

Kegan’s self-authoring stage), the two classes that were followed were each a year long, 

and each year of the study contained other elements besides mindfulness meditation. 

Second, Kabat-Zinn and Davidson have discovered that neurological changes can occur 

with subjects who complete a short 8-week course in MBSR, so years of concentrated 

effort are not required to find a measurable difference in neurological brain patterns, 

although long-term meditators seem to have more profound neurological changes. Also, 

Waldman et al. (2011) have shown, with one subject, that neurofeedback techniques can 

be used to change brain patterns in a short, unspecified period of time. Third, a 

neurological brain change and a concomitant stage change are implied in these 

aforementioned studies but not proven. In addition, there are challenges with all the 

mindfulness meditation research studies to date that seek to prove cause and effect—i.e., 

if one practices mindfulness meditation, the result will be a change in the brain, the 

emotions, and/or behavior. While Davidson’s fMRI and Waldman’s qEEG measured the 

brain at one point in time, and Baron and Cayer (2011) measured a longer period of time 

from the participant’s point of view, none have stated that a neurological change that was 



 

68 

a result of mindfulness meditation was also a transformational change in reference to 

Kegan’s (1982) constructive-development model.  

To reiterate, Kegan’s model does identify emotions or affect as being important to 

human development: 

Human development involves a succession of renegotiated balances, or 

‘biologics,” which come to organize the experience of the individual in 

qualitatively different ways. In this sense, evolutionary activity is intrinsically 

cognitive, but it is no less emotional; we are this activity and we experience it. 

Emotion is essentially phenomenological, the felt experience of a motion (hence, 

“e-motion”). In identifying evolutionary activity as the fundamental ground of 

personality, I am suggesting that the source of our emotions is the 

phenomenological experience of evolving—of defending, surrendering, and 

reconstructing a center. (Kegan, 1982, Kindle Locations 1453-1458) 

Even though Kegan’s model is a model of a process, rather than a product, it is 

very high level. It doesn’t describe what happens in the processes of the mind. This study 

explored the process of self-transforming change and the nuances of this process over 

time. The inference is that there’s an intersection between neuroplasticity, constructive-

development theory, and mindfulness meditation, and this study explored this intersection 

by describing the essence of the self-transforming change process, with a special focus on 

the role of affect as experienced by the participants within the context of mindfulness 

meditation (Davidson, Kabat-Zinn, et al., 2003; Begley & Davidson, 2012).  
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CHAPTER 3: 

METHODS 

The purpose of the study was to describe the essence of the self-transforming 

change process with a special focus on the role of affect as experienced by the 

participants. Specifically, the study discovered the lived experience of self-transformation 

in a sample of people who learned mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR), insight 

meditation, or Chögyam Trungpa’s Tibetan Buddhist meditation and practiced it for more 

than 3 years. Mindfulness meditation is the context to understand transformational 

change. Transformation, or transformational change, is the result of sufficient 

transformative learning to move from one stage to another, as described in Kegan’s 

(1982) stage model, and is part of constructive-development learning theory. The study 

addressed a single research question with one subquestion: 

RQ: What is the essence of a participant’s experience of self-transforming change?  

a. What is the role of affect in the change? 

This chapter describes the qualitative phenomenological research design of the 

study and then outlines the study’s procedures related to sample and participant selection, 

data collection, and data analysis. The final sections discuss trustworthiness and ethics. 

Research Design 

Phenomenology 

Based on the purpose of this study—to understand the essence of self-

transforming experiences, with particular emphasis upon the role of affect in the change 

within the context of mindfulness meditation—transcendental phenomenology, a type of 
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qualitative methodology originating from Husserl, was chosen as the methodology. 

Moustakas (1994) stated that “the empirical phenomenological approach involves a 

return to experience in order to obtain comprehensive descriptions that provide the basis 

for a reflective structural analysis that portrays the essences of the experience” (p. 13). 

Moustakas (1994) stated that Husserl’s transcendental phenomenology 

emphasizes subjectivity and discovery of the essences of experience and provides 

a systematic and disciplined methodology for derivation of knowledge ([Husserl] 

1965, pp. 5-6). Husserl’s approach is called “phenomenology” because it utilizes 

only the data available to consciousness—the appearance of objects. It is 

considered “transcendental” because it adheres to what can be discovered through 

reflection on subjective acts and their objective correlates. It is a “science” 

because “it affords knowledge that has effectively disposed of all the elements 

that could render its grasp ‘continent’” (p. 23). It is logical in its assertion that the 

only thing we know for certain is that which appears before us in consciousness, 

and that very fact is a guarantee of its objectivity. (p. 45) 

The goal was to understand what the experience was and what it meant to the 

participants through understanding their “perceptions, perspectives, and understandings 

of a particular situation” (Leedy & Ormrod, 2013, p. 145) and to be able to provide a 

thorough description of it so that others can understand the experience. In order to do 

this, the primary methods used were a series of three interviews, two that were relatively 

unstructured (Seidman, 2012), designed to understand the participant’s experience, and 

one that was structured (Lahey et al., 2011) and designed to determine the participant’s 

level of adult constructive development as described by Kegan (1982). 

Interpretive and Subjectivist Epistemology 

 My epistemology and ontology are interpretive and subjectivist (Burrell & 

Morgan, 1979), and I believe the world has the following characteristics: 
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1. The social world is emergent with social processes that are created by the 

individual. 

2. Social reality is little more than a network of assumptions and shared meanings. 

3. Ontological status, or reality, is viewed as extremely questionable and 

problematic. It is not predictable but rather emerges moment by moment.  

4. Everyday life is accorded the status of a miraculous achievement. 

5. Obtaining an understanding of the subjectively created social world as it is, is an 

ongoing process. 

Moreover, I subscribe to the following views related to an interpretive and 

subjectivist epistemology: 

1. Its foundations lie in the works of Immanuel Kant and reflect a social philosophy 

that emphasizes the spiritual nature of the social world. 

2. There is an attitude that organizations exist in only a conceptual sense. 

3. It is not functionalist in any way, shape, or form. 

4. It is nominalist in that the attitude is that the social world is external to individual 

cognition and is made up of nothing more than names, concepts, and labels that 

are used to structure reality.  

5. It is antipositivist and doesn’t believe there is any use in a search for laws or 

underlying regulations in the world of social affairs. The social world is 

essentially relativistic and can only be understood from the point of view of the 

individual directly involved in the activities. It rejects the idea of the observer and 

believes one can only understand by occupying the frame of reference of the 



 

72 

participant in action. It rejects the notion that science can generate objective 

knowledge of any kind. 

6. It is voluntarist and believes that humans are completely autonomous and free-

willed. 

7. It is ideographic and believes one can only understand the social world by 

obtaining first-hand knowledge of the subject under investigation. It believes that 

exploring the background and life history of the subject allows one to get inside 

the situations and involve oneself in the everyday flow and creation of life. 

Sample and Selection Criteria 

The selection criteria for participation included being an experienced, adult 

meditator who learned mindfulness meditation in a class in MBSR, insight meditation, or 

Chögyam Trungpa’s Tibetan Buddhist meditation; had practiced mindfulness meditation 

for at least 3 to 5 years; and continued to practice on a regular basis. Another inclusion 

criterion was having already been through a transformational change or being in the 

middle of one. The study participants self-identified that they’d been through a self-

transforming change based upon the definition of transformational change explained to 

them—i.e., a change that has radically affected the way that they view the world, the 

people within it, and/or themselves. Types of changes included stopping smoking, losing 

weight, changing jobs or careers, getting divorced, or getting married. The change had to 

be substantive and not trivial, and participants needed to be able to describe the change in 

detail. A full list of the screening questions is provided in Appendix A. 

Initially, the intent was for all participants to be drawn from a group of long-term 

mindfulness meditators who had learned MBSR, and emails and calls were made to over 
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100 yoga studios (Appendix E). Also, an appeal was sent over LinkedIn to several 

mindfulness meditation groups who gathered at that web site. However, there was great 

difficulty in obtaining enough participants who met the selection criteria. About 18 

months into the study, only four participants had met the initial qualification of being 

practitioners of MBSR, so a decision was made to open it up to practitioners of other 

methods of mindfulness meditation. The Institutional Review Board was consulted and 

approved the revision to the study, and subsequently the snowball method was employed, 

wherein participants recommend other potential participants. The goal was to involve six 

to eight people (Seidman, 2012), or add participants until saturation was achieved. 

Saturation was reached at seven participants. Table 3.1 lists the type of meditation 

practiced by each participant. 

 

Table 3.1 

Study Participants and Their Method of Meditation  

Participant Type of meditation practiced 

Amelia MBSR 

Deborah MBSR 

Lorraine MBSR 

Ursula MBSR 

Robert Insight 

David Insight 

Kate Mindfulness meditation as taught by Chögyam Trungpa 

 

Data Collection  

Data for this study were collected from two sources: a subject-object interview 

(SOI) to determine the level of adult development of each participant and two 

phenomenological interviews that followed the protocol outlined by Seidman (2012). The 

interviews were approximately 60 to 90 minutes long and spaced about 2 weeks apart to 

allow the participant time to reflect on the prior interview(s) before the next one was 
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conducted. Initially, the intention was to personally interview each participant as well as 

audiotape the interviews. However, those participants who volunteered were 

geographically distant from this researcher, in one case halfway around the world, 

making interviews in person impossible. Therefore, all interviews were conducted over 

the phone and subsequently transcribed for analysis.  

Each of the two Seidman interviews had a particular focus. The first delved into 

the life history of the participant and focused on the details of the participant’s 

mindfulness meditation practice and any changes in his or her life during that time. The 

second asked the participant to reflect on the meaning of his or her meditative practice 

and the life changes that occurred during that time. Collectively, the two interviews were 

designed to discover the essence of the lived experience of self-transforming change 

within the context of mindfulness meditation. 

Prior to the study interviews, there was a pilot of both the SOI interview and the 

phenomenological interview with two people. This allowed me to gain some experience 

giving the SOI and to fine tune the questions about the self-transforming experience. 

Transcripts of these interviews were coded and analyzed to gain further perspective upon 

the process. The results were shared with the dissertation committee, and their input 

helped steer the final study in a productive manner. In addition, I took a 3-day instructor-

led course on the Atlas.ti software to learn to use it effectively to analyze the 21 

interviews. The data collection period lasted approximately 3 years, from the time of 

identifying participants to completing the member checks.  
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Subject-Object Interview 

The participant’s stage of adult development was identified through an SOI, 

which is typically used as a quantitative measure. In this study, it was used primarily as a 

descriptive component of each participant. It includes the following elements: 

The SOI is a 60- to 90-minute procedure to assess an individual’s unselfconscious 

“epistemology” or “principle of meaning coherence.” The procedures for administering 

and assessing the interview were designed by Dr. Robert Kegan and his associates of the 

Harvard Graduate School of Education to assess the natural epistemological structures 

written about in his book, The Evolving Self (Kegan, 1982). The formal research 

procedure for obtaining and analyzing the data of the interview is described in detail in A 

Guide to the Subject-Object Interview: Its Administration and Analysis (Lahey et al., 

2011).  

The interview procedure follows the tradition of the Piagetian semistructured 

clinical interview, in which the researcher asks questions to determine how a given 

“content” or “object” (e.g., the same quantity of water in two differently shaped glasses) 

is construed. The chief innovations of the SOI are that the content is generated from the 

real-life experience of the interviewee and involves emotional as well as cognitive, and 

intrapersonal as well as interpersonal, aspects of psychological organization. In order to 

understand how the interviewee organizes interpersonal and intrapersonal experiencing, 

real-life situations are elicited from a series of uniform probes (e.g., “Can you tell me of a 

recent experience of being quite angry about something?”), which the interviewer then 

explores at the level of discerning its underlying epistemology. 
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Interviews are transcribed, and portions of the interview that clarify structure are 

the units of analysis. A typical interview may have from 8 to 15 such units. Each unit is 

scored independently, and an overall score is arrived at through a uniform process. 

Interviews are usually scored by two raters to determine interrater reliability, with at least 

one of the raters having previously demonstrated reliability. The psychological theory 

distinguishes five increasingly complicated epistemologies believed to evolve in 

sequence, each successive epistemology containing the last. The assessment procedure is 

able to distinguish four gradations between each major epistemology (Stage 1, impulsive; 

Stage 2, imperial; Stage 3, interpersonal; Stage 4, institutional; and Stage 5, 

interindividual), so over 20 epistemological distinctions can be made. 

Although the subject-object assessment procedure is at an early stage in its 

development (the first doctoral dissertation using the measure was completed in 1983), 

the designers have completed over 200 interviews with children as young as 8 and adults 

in their 70s; with psychologically troubled persons and those functioning well and 

happily; with all social classes; and with men and women. Interrater reliability in the 

several doctoral dissertations using the measure has ranged from 0.75 to 0.90. One 

dissertation reported a test-retest reliability of 0.83. Several researchers reported 

expectably high correlations with like measures (cognitive and social-cognitive 

measures), “a preliminary support for the measure’s construct validity” (Lahey et al., 

2011, p. 328). 

In the protocol of the SOI, the participant was emailed 10 emotions/events (if 

done in person, as with the pilot interviews, the emotions were on cards) prior to the 

interview: angry, anxious or nervous, success, strong stand or conviction, sad, torn, 
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moved or touched, lost something, there is change, or something that is important to 

them. An example of the interview began as follows:  

Now let’s take the first card (Angry). If you were to think back over the last 

several weeks, even the last couple months, and you had to think about times you 

felt really angry about something, or times you got really mad or felt a sense of 

outrage or violation, are there 2 or 3 things that come to mind? Take a minute to 

think about it, if you like, and just jot down on the card whatever you need to 

remind you of what they were. (Lahey et al., 2011, p. 331) 

After all 10 cards were seen and thought about, the interview began with the card 

that the interviewee wished to start with. I was trying to understand the structure of how 

the interviewee understood his or her world, so the main question throughout the 

interview was “why?” During the interview, I tried to be an empathetic listener and an 

inquirer. If there is too much empathy, the interview may be unscorable because people 

don’t talk in an “epistemologically unambiguous fashion” (Lahey et al., 2011, p. 333), 

but if there is too much inquiry, the interviewee may feel interrogated. The full protocol 

for the SOI appears in Appendix B. 

In March 2014, I completed a 3-day class taught by the Minds at Work 

organization in Cambridge, Massachusetts, to learn the interview method. Following that 

class, participants take a test to see if they can accurately evaluate the transcripts of six 

people and determine their level and sublevel of adult development using Kegan’s (1982) 

constructive-development model. I passed the test and obtained certification in SOI on 

July 2, 2014 (see Appendix B). 

Phenomenological Interviews 

The phenomenological interviews used a modification of the three-interview 

protocol outlined by Seidman (2012). In this study, the first and second Seidman 
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interview were done in the same session. In the first interview, which is a life history, 

questions were asked of participants about their early, mid, and later life history. The 

interview included questions about family, friends, work, and also their health history and 

spiritual development, as it might pertain to anyone deciding to take a course in 

mindfulness meditation. Also, questions were asked about the details of the participants’ 

mindfulness meditation experience and postmeditation conversation from the group, how 

they felt it changed over the course of their 3- to 5-year practice, and what if any other 

changes occurred in their lives during that time. These questions tried to draw out the 

emotional effects of these changes. In addition, a question was asked concerning the 

details of the experience of the holding environment of the group during their practice of 

mindfulness meditation. In the second interview, participants were asked to reflect upon 

the meaning of their practice of mindfulness meditation, the meaning of the holding 

environment, what changes may have occurred, and what those changes felt like to them 

now. The interview questions appear in Appendix C. 

Data Analysis 

The primary task in data analysis is to determine common themes in people’s 

descriptions of their experiences. This is explained through textural descriptions, 

structural descriptions, and textural-structural descriptions composed for each participant 

(Leedy & Ormrod, 2013). The analysis had four goals: 

1.  Identify statements that relate to the topic of transformational change, discarding 

irrelevant items, with the goal of breaking the relevant items into single, specific 

thoughts. 
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2. Group statements into “meaning units” that reflect the various aspects of the 

transformational change. 

3. Seek divergent perspectives to understand how the transformational change is 

experienced differently by different people. 

4. Construct a composite picture of transformational change based upon the 

participants’ description. 

The final result is a composite description of the transformational change 

experience as seen through the eyes of the participants of the study, with a focus on the 

common themes while keeping in mind the likely diversity of the experience for different 

people. The goal for the reader is to feel that “I understand better what it is like for 

someone to experience that” (Polkinghorne, 1989, p. 46). 

Subject-Object Interview Analysis 

The participants in this study were all interviewed using the SOI protocol 

developed by Lahey et al. (2011) and were scored by me and rescored for interrater 

reliability. The SOI is rated on a five-level scale, with each major level having four 

sublevels, for a total of 20 possible levels. Since all participants were adults, all scored at 

Level 3 (fully socialized adult) or above. I used the forms in Appendix B to analyze the 

SOI results. Six participants had scores along the helix of evolutionary truces (Figure 

H.1) from Level 3, Interpersonal, to Level 4, Institutional, and one scored beyond that to 

Level 5, Interindividual (Appendix H). Although the interrater and I didn’t agree on 

every score, the scores were relatively close. The interrater felt that some of the 

interviews did not reveal enough structured content to score the participant definitively in 

one of the sublevels but was able to identify the major level. The interrater referred to 
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four challenges that are incumbent upon the interviewer (Jones & Daniel, 2018, pp. 187-

189): 

1. Mastering the art of the interview takes time and practice 

2. Attending to the relationship between yourself and the interviewee is important 

3. You need to manage yourself so that, as the interviewer, you can listen for 

structure 

4. Holding a hypothesis while interviewing and being able to test for that hypothesis 

is a balancing act 

It is important to note that the SOI itself is very good at revealing emotional 

content, probably because the words that are used to trigger structured content—angry, 

anxious, success, conviction, sad, torn, moved, lost something, change, and important to 

me—often come with strong emotions. Since the study’s subquestion was about the role 

of affect in self-transforming change, I elected to err more on the side of “empathetic, 

receptive listener” and less on the side of “inquirer” (Lahey et al., 2011) with the result 

that the interviews were full of emotional content but difficult to score based upon their 

limited structured content. Interviews with future subjects on another study will allow me 

to better elicit structured content that is more easily scorable. 

The context for this study was learning mindfulness meditation and practicing it 

for more than 3 years. Based upon how the participants spoke about how meditation 

changed their lives and how they felt it helped them grow, I believe it may have propelled 

them forward from whatever level they were at when beginning their meditation practice 

to where they are now. However, they had not been given the SOI prior to their practice 

of mindfulness meditation. This was a phenomenological study designed to understand 
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the lived experience of the self-transforming change process, the role of affect during that 

experience, all within the context of the long-term practice of mindfulness meditation. 

Based upon those descriptions, the participants said that they believed that learning 

mindfulness meditation allowed them to transform how they felt and to grow and make 

changes in their lives. 

Phenomenological Analysis 

Data analysis of the phenomenological interviews involved carefully reviewing 

the data, developing codes, and coding the data. Analysis of the data followed 

Moustakas’ modification of the Van Kaam method (Moustakas, 1994, pp. 120-121): 

1.  List and preliminarily group every expression relevant to the experience for the 

purposes of horizonalization. 

2. Test each expression for two questions: (1) Does it contain a moment of 

experience? (2) Can it be abstracted and labeled? Expressions that remain 

following the test will be the unchanging and consistent elements of the 

experience. 

3. Cluster and create themes for the elements (Appendix G). 

4. Validate the elements and the themes against the transcript of each participant, 

checking to ensure that they have been expressed explicitly or are at least 

compatible. 

5. Create, using the elements and themes, an individual textural description of the 

experience for each research participant. Include verbatim examples. 

6. Create, using the elements and themes, an individual structural description of the 

experience for each research participant. 
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7. Create, using the elements and themes, an individual textural-structural 

description of the meanings and essences of the experience for each research 

participant. 

8. Using the individual textural-structural descriptions, create a composite 

description of the meanings and essences of the experience that represents the 

entire group. 

Each of the seven participants completed three interviews. Once the coding for 

the 21 interviews was complete, duplicate codes were collapsed and removed, leaving a 

final list of 93 codes. Those codes were sorted into 13 code groups with some overlap. 

The 13 code groups (elements) evolved into six themes:  

1. Teaching  

2. Health  

3. Identity and sense of self  

4. Relationships with people and with God  

5. Holding environment 

6. Emotions  

The transcripts were further analyzed with the focus on the transformation 

process, with special attention to the emotions the participants described as they learned 

and practiced meditation. It was soon discovered that the initial self-transforming 

experience of learning meditation seemed to trigger other self-transforming experiences. 

Many of the participants had life-changing events throughout their lives, but only those 

that came after they learned meditation and were deliberate efforts on their part to change 

their lives were examined as part of this study. Other life events that occurred randomly 
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were identified as part of the interview process but were not examined as part of the 

analysis of transforming events.  

Chapter 5 describes the themes that emerged from the analysis in detail. These 

themes describe the self-transformation process and were discussed using examples from 

the analysis done for Chapter 4. The themes that emerged answer the who, what, where, 

when, why, and how of the participant’s self-transformations. 

Trustworthiness 

The SOI, a quantitative measure that was used as a descriptive component, has a 

good reputation for construct validity, interrater reliability, and test-retest reliability of 

Kegan’s (1982) constructive-development model (Lahey et al., 2011, pp. 240-250). To 

ensure credibility in the phenomenological interviews, participants had a 4-week 

commitment to thoroughly examine their experience through three separate interviews 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 301). The interviews were audiotaped and transcribed by a 

transcriptionist. Once the transcripts were available, they were imported into the Atlas.ti 

(version 8) software and subsequently coded, categorized, and analyzed. The transcripts 

were also submitted to the interview participants for confirmation and/or correction and 

member checks.  

A database was created to keep track of data, and a protocol was designed to serve 

as a plan for the project. The research process was guided by the dissertation chair 

throughout the project. The dissertation committee member who was also serving as the 

methodologist on the committee reviewed the coding at multiple points in time, as did the 

dissertation chair. In addition, these members reviewed the textural and structural 

descriptions as they were drafted based on the data analysis process. Finally, I kept a 
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record of the research activities, with the goal of documenting both the activities and the 

timing of those activities. 

Epoché  

Part of the phenomenological method is epoché, a form of bracketing wherein a 

researcher recognizes his or her own thoughts and biases and puts them aside during data 

collection and analysis so as to more objectively represent the participants’ experiences. 

This section provides information about me so that the reader can better judge the 

trustworthiness of the study and possible researcher bias. 

 I took an online MBSR course before the study officially began and kept a 

personal meditation diary. The details of that effort were carefully segregated from the 

experiences of the study participants and to help illustrate any bias. Prior to taking the 

course, my meditation experience had entailed learning meditation through guided 

sessions via CD by Jon Kabat-Zinn and Daniel Siegel and various casual group 

meditation sessions. I have been practicing mindfulness meditation for 5 years.  

In addition, the SOI course for researchers at the Minds at Work organization (see 

Appendix B) had all participants of the course interview and be interviewed to determine 

their own stage of adult development. This helps them become aware of any biases they 

may have regarding adult development. It is vitally important that at no time should any 

particular level of constructive-development model be considered “better” than any other. 

All levels are equally valid. For example, Level 5, interindividual, is not better than Level 

4, institutional; it is just different. Understanding those differences is important, but no 

value judgment is to be made as to which one is better. I believe that my subject-object 

level is 4(5). This is primarily Level 4 (institutional), with a recognition that there are 
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other systems of thought available besides my own (Level 5 interindividual), but I 

experience a strong discomfort in letting any other system of thought dominate my 

individuality for too long. 

Human Participants and Ethics Considerations 

 The participants of the study were practitioners of one or more methods of 

mindfulness meditation. Each participant received and signed the informed consent form 

(see Appendix D), and I reviewed this form with them, describing the study and their 

expected involvement. The interview protocol was explained, with special attention to the 

SOI interview. It was important that the participants understood that their level of adult 

development didn’t indicate goodness or intelligence, but rather illustrated a system of 

understanding the world, with no one stage being any better than another except that 

some stages might function better in certain circumstances than in others. 

Security of the data followed standard security measures appropriate for a study 

of this sort. All interviews were transcribed by a professional transcriber of research 

studies and stored on password-protected computers and hard drives with the password 

known only by me and the transcriber. At no time did the transcriber know the legal 

name of the interviewee; only I knew this. Approval for the study was obtained from the 

George Washington University Office of Human Research Institutional Review Board 

and the Graduate School of Education and Human Development’s senior associate dean 

before data collection began. 
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CHAPTER 4: 

RESULTS 

In this phenomenological study, seven participants completed three interviews 

each, for a total of 21 interviews. The interviews started with the subject-object interview 

(SOI). This chapter contains the textural descriptions, structural descriptions, and 

textural-structural analysis of each participant’s experience. The emotions they felt in the 

process are included in these descriptions. The individual introductions note the SOI 

score for each participant. The chapter concludes with a composite based upon all of the 

participants’ experience of self-transformation. The participants are presented in order of 

their participation in the study. This was done to help me remember details, which aided 

in assigning codes and developing themes. 

Amelia 

Amelia is a 41-year-old woman who worked as a project manager for a large 

biotech corporation. She experienced three transforming experiences that came after the 

standard 8-week course in mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR). She had taken 

some yoga classes and practiced meditation on and off since college but found herself in 

a very high stress job and felt overwhelmed by the demands of a billion-dollar project. 

She took the course as a means of relieving stress from that job. She said, “I knew that I 

had to find something to help me relieve my stress, so I turned to the [MBSR] program 

because it had that piece, the meditation piece that I had related with since college.”  

Self-exploration was a focus of Amelia’s life. She was not afraid of trying new 

things, even things like drugs that might harm her, as she did when she was much 
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younger. Now, she was exploring what would help her and allow her to help other 

people. She changed the direction of her life from a high-stress job that only engaged her 

mind to a different calling that focused on helping people become whole again.  

Her SOI score was 4(5). She was solidly independent in her viewpoint with 

movement towards a more holistic perspective, as she didn’t require that the outside 

environment or people meet her expectations, nor that it accept that she was always right. 

She was very open to others’ ideas, thoughts, and feelings but she didn’t feel the need to 

conform to them or to push against them; rather, she used them to expand herself. 

The essence of Amelia’s self-transforming experience by learning and practicing 

meditation was one of integration of a painful past. She felt whole again, and she had 

changed from an isolated, anxious, depressed, and fearful person to an outgoing and 

giving human being who was willing to express love even to people she was in conflict 

with. 

Textural Description 

Amelia’s first transforming experience (SOI card was “Change”) came as she 

went through the course and practiced meditation in the 8-week MBSR program. She 

commented:  

I felt like I was really getting in touch with myself again. I was connecting with 

something that wasn’t work, something that I believe is much deeper. I can’t put 

the words around it, but I was reconnecting with myself and I was realizing that 

the pieces of the work I was doing that I enjoyed the most was actually was the 

interaction with people, and helping those who reported to me with their personal 

and professional development, and I quickly realized that I do love science, but 

the part of the job I love the most is working with people. So, I decided to shift 

careers completely and I’m leaving a very comfortable, very financially secure 

position—and I had a house, I had a new car, I had a lot of things that really 

needed to rely on a steady salary for—but I was so, I was so strongly called to 

follow my heart that I knew I had to try to make it work. So I was able to make it 
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work and I quit my full-time job, got a part-time job, and enrolled in a doctoral 

program full time, and that’s what I’m doing now. 

Amelia’s second transforming experience came 4 years later between two retreats 

that were about a month apart. Typically, when she was with a group of people in a 

retreat, she told the story of her past painful relationships if there was the opportunity to 

do so in the introductory period in the retreat. The first retreat went straight into silence, 

so there was no introductory period, but the second retreat did offer that opportunity. At 

the second retreat,  

I told the same story that I told a hundred times before about my past. And in my 

past I have, I had been in a couple of unhealthy relationship that included physical 

abuse and sexual abuse, and I explained this outwardly. I usually speak very 

freely about it because I find that it, by breaking down many walls and boundaries 

between me and the outside world, I can be more receptive to healing and any 

change that will come forth, especially in a scenario such as a retreat. And I also 

feel that it helps others perhaps feel more comfortable. It helps them understand 

that perhaps their problems are not the only problems in the world and so I, 

strangely enough, I was very shocked to find that I didn’t feel the same sense of 

emotion that I usually feel when I share that story. It’s usually a point of 

connection for me, where I can look around the room and feel a connection with 

people who are looking at me or listening to me, and I found it very strange that I 

wasn’t able to sense any of that. 

She said she spent many days “baffled” and worried that she “might have lost the ability 

to connect with anyone ever emotionally” and thought: “Am I like this ghost of a person 

now?” She felt disconnected with the others in the retreat and she struggled with these 

feelings for several days.  

Amelia’s third transforming experience was a change in her emotional stability. 

She had been diagnosed with depression and anxiety and had taken medication for it. She 

had also struggled with alcohol and tried drugs as a very young woman. In the past, she 

said,  
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I was very reactive, I was very, I would talk a lot or argue a point without 

thinking about what I was saying or even what I was doing. I used to have anxiety 

attacks when I would become very nervous or my depressive episodes would 

prevent me from doing things, and then also being depressed and sort of recluse 

and sheltered. 

The change in her emotional stability was expressed through a change of focus 

from inward ill health and anxiety to outward loving relationships. When she was asked 

what was the most important thing to her now (SOI card “Most Important”), she said: 

The first thing that’s most important to me is my faith and my connection with 

God. If it weren’t for that, I would not exist [laugh]. So, I kind of look at it like as 

long as that’s strong, I can continue living, and living as a good person, a whole 

person, and the other things that are behind that will sort of fall into place. My 

second most important thing would probably be taking care of myself, my body, 

my health, and the reason why that is so important is so I can nurture relationships 

and be the best person I can be for those around me. So, I guess that one is sort of 

tied. 

As one example of this, she said in reference to the 2016 presidential campaign: 

One of the things that keeps ringing through my head is love, just [pause] when 

some, when I hear somebody complaining about one of the candidates, all I think 

about it is gosh, you know even if that person might be a bad person, I just feel so 

much love for them or [pause] can’t we not talk about all the things we hate, and 

instead realize what there is to love about this person, even if they’re not who I 

would vote for. 

As a second example, she brought up a recent event at work where her boss spoke 

harshly to a coworker. She did her “love thing”: 

In my mind, before reacting to that, I realized that he’s coming from a place that I 

might not be understanding right now, and my coworker might not be 

understanding right now and we might never understand it. He has his own lens 

with which he views the world, and instead of thinking of him, thinking poorly of 

him because of the choice of words or the tone of voice he was using, I was able 

to soften my view of him in that moment as a living, breathing, tender human 

being, and it took away the irritation I was feeling. 
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Structural Description 

The result of Amelia’s realization that the work she most wanted to do was with 

people came within a month of taking the MBSR course. She realized that she liked 

working with the people more than working as a project manager in a techno-science 

environment. She felt called to follow her heart. She explained:  

There’s been many times where my like logical, rational mind has really 

competed with my, sort of the more heart-centered thinking or intuitive thinking. 

And I really struggled quite often over the past couple years weighing out or 

balancing those two things. Are there situations where I should make a logical 

decision over a rational deci–, over an intuitive decision? Should I always trust 

my intuition? You know, like all of those types of questions have come up and 

what I’ve come to determine is that there should be a balance; that there’s a little 

bit from both sides that I can take. 

She quit her very lucrative full-time job as a project manager, got a part-time job 

teaching biotech, and enrolled in a doctoral program in adult learning and development 

with the goal “to help people develop using holistic practices such as yoga and 

meditation.” She’s created a program “which uses yoga and meditation, journaling, 

reflection” and is “designed to help people get back to their heart, in the same way that I 

felt like the MBSR program helped me reidentify.” Regarding the changes that she has 

made in her life, Amelia said: 

I’m letting this calling guide me. I don’t know exactly what type of job I’m going 

to have when I get out, but I know that it’s not one of those institutionalized jobs 

that I had originally entered the program with the intention of landing. I know I’ll 

be doing work on my own either, perhaps as a coach, perhaps as an instructor of 

meditation, maybe a combination; I have that [name] program I’m working on 

developing. So, I’m just sort of letting this path lead me without necessarily 

knowing what’s ahead of me. 
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This meant a significant change in lifestyle that also came with the challenge of 

explaining it to her family, friends, and coworkers, when not everyone “gets what I’m 

trying to do.”  

Upon reflecting about her experience at the second retreat where she felt “ghost-

like,” she “ended up coming to realize that it wasn’t that I had lost my ability to connect, 

but I had integrated that part of myself in a way that I have not been able to before.” 

The end result of that retreat was realizing that I no longer use that scenario or 

that piece of my past to identify myself. I now see it as part of who I am, but I 

actually felt more whole after that realization than ghost-like, as I had originally 

felt, because now I realize I can connect with people through that experience, but 

also through the experience of who I am now. So, I don’t need to tell people about 

that, the sexual abuse and physical abuse, in order to connect with them, which is 

what I felt I used to have to do. I can now talk about things that are part of my 

current life [laugh] and connect on that level as well. So, it really, really helped 

me realize that, that my experiences are part of who I am and not who I am, and 

that was actually difficult to let go of because I have used that as a point of 

connection with people for so long, and also sort of as a self-definition. I would, I 

would turn to that when I needed strength, like I got through that, I can get 

through anything. 

At the time of the interview, which was shortly after the second retreat, she was 

asked if anything unusual happened in the weeks before the second retreat. Her answer 

was just “the first retreat” and she stated that she was still working through the 

experience of the integration. She said of the first retreat:  

I find that that much time in stillness and with myself really kicked up a lot of old 

stuff, like old ways of thinking and old memories, and it’s interesting to 

reintegrate that into my current thinking because I’m much older now, and I can 

interpret it very differently, but it also, it’s kind of painful because I don’t 

typically think about that stuff anymore because my life is so different now; those 

same people aren’t in it, I do very different things, you know things are busy, I’m 

enjoying, everything is different [laugh]. So, it’s to have that stuff come back, 

I’ve just been kind of like: Oh, I’m glad I had gotten rid of that, those thoughts, 

and I don’t have to think about that stuff anymore, but I realize that I do have to 

kind of, since it’s coming up, it’s important to examine it in this new lens. So, 

when I first realized the changes, it was a very emotional experience, it was, I was 



 

92 

realizing the changes during the retreat; there was a reflective portion to the 

retreat where they ask you to sort of explore the experience and what your thought 

processes were and everything. So, when I first spoke of it, it was very moving, 

very emotional, but I wouldn’t say that it was any more meaningful then than it is 

now because, because now [pause] it helps me, the feeling of being whole. So, 

integrating the, my past abuses, that sexual abuse and, as part of who I am and not 

necessarily a way, like a tool to connect with people. 

Amelia’s affective style changed as a result of the second transforming experience 

which occurred at the second retreat. She integrated the emotions and feelings from a 

painful past, which allowed her to speak from her present experiences rather than having 

to rely upon past incidents in order to connect with people. She had suffered a feeling of 

shock during that second retreat, then felt ghost-like and then finally, at the end of the 

retreat, felt whole as she understood what had happened. She changed how she wanted to 

connect with people in the future. 

Amelia’s affective style changed again as a result of her third transforming 

experience, which she felt stabilized her mentally. She changed how she responded to 

people emotionally by trying to bring love to every conflict. When people accepted it, 

then she said she felt a sense of lightness and positivity. When addressing why this was 

important to her, Amelia said that she tried to bring this feeling of love into situations of 

personal conflict, but at the same time, she worried that she might be using the concept as 

a tool. She asked herself: 

Am I using that almost like someone would use a drug to self-medicate in order to 

take away pain? So my logical mind is saying you’re using that like it’s a drug; 

when you feel bad, you turn to love and you feel better, and physiologically I do 

feel better; mentally, emotionally, I do feel better, but . . . my logical mind is 

saying, you know, ding, ding, ding, ding, isn’t this the same thing that alcoholics 

do and drug addicts do? But then my heart-centered mind is thinking this is all 

there is; this is the most important thing in the world is to love and to experience 

that, a connectedness among beings. 
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This was very different from the young woman who was anxious, depressed, reactive, 

shy, and fearful of interaction with others.  

In many instances, Amelia said that she felt she had returned to an earlier, truer 

self that she had as a child. This was not a change in temperament so much as a return to 

her true self. She changed her priorities and was less trying to escape problems and more 

trying to face them and deal with them as they came. She said that she felt renewed and 

was grateful for life, even the really painful parts. Perhaps most importantly, she felt she 

was enough. She elaborated: 

Well, that’s something that I definitely explore in my meditation quite a bit, and I 

think it’s a fear of rejection that I was afraid of—not being enough, just afraid that 

people wouldn’t approve of me—and that has all changed quite a bit. My, I have a 

knowingness and a personal acceptance that supersedes what anyone else thinks 

of me [laugh]. Knowing that God knows I’m enough gives me the understanding 

that I’m enough. I even have a tattoo on my arm that says enough, and it’s a 

constant reminder that I am enough, I do enough, I have enough, and I do think a 

lot of fear was around, came from around being neglected or not accepted or not 

loved. 

Textural-Structural Description  

 Amelia made several changes in her life since she first took the MBSR course. 

She started the process of transforming herself with the hope that MBSR could help her 

relieve the stress of a demanding but engaging career. Within a very short period of time, 

she quit her well-paying job to become a student again, which meant giving up many of 

the luxuries that her job afforded her. She literally undid her former life and was 

recreating it towards a different goal. She was searching for an education that would lead 

to a career that would enable her to help other people in a more personal and 

developmental manner than just managing tasks on a project. As she discussed her 

educational program, which used yoga, meditation, journaling, etc., she said: 
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There’s people, members of the scientific community who wish to bring forth 

positive change in the world. So people who may have gotten into science or 

medicine because they were following their heart, because they were really 

feeling called to do good or maybe got stuck in a position where they really don’t 

get to exercise their passions. So this program is designed to help people get back 

to their heart, in the same that I felt like the [MBSR] program helped me 

reidentify. 

Following the initial MBSR course and more than 4 years of regular meditation 

and retreats, Amelia went through another transforming experience that probably 

occurred between two retreats held very closely together. The first retreat was an entirely 

silent one that had participants focus on their past. This forced Amelia to re-examine 

some very painful relationships from her past. She couldn’t talk so she had to think and 

feel her way through them. The result of the first retreat was that she began to integrate 

those experiences into her identity. They no longer defined her; she just accepted them as 

part of herself. In addition, she found out during the second retreat that she didn’t feel she 

had to explain those events to strangers as a means of connecting with them. She said she 

could “now talk about things that are part of my current life [laugh] and connect on that 

level as well.” Finally, she started to focus on love, which enabled her to stop feeling 

isolated, anxious, and depressed, which could have left her vulnerable to another painful 

relationship. She first became open to the idea that she was enough and then eventually 

was convinced that she was enough. She said, “Knowing that God knows I’m enough 

gives me the understanding that I’m enough”—enough for God, her family, her friends, 

simply enough. She felt whole now and was willing to express love openly, even to 

people who may be aggravating her.  

She lost her fear about a lot of things that she would have previously been very 

worried and anxious about. For example, when asked about her husband’s job as a 
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volunteer fireman and how she dealt with the stress of knowing he could be injured or 

killed at any time, she said:  

I sort of have this internal knowingness that it’s something that I’ve come to 

understand about him, and that he’s going to be out there trying to save people 

and he’s out there doing that because it’s part of who he is. He’s putting his life 

on the line to save the lives of others, and that is one of the biggest reasons I love 

him. That’s one of the reasons that was, that attracted me to him in the first place 

is that he’s so giving, so loving towards people, even those he doesn’t know, and 

he feels so strongly about that that he would give his life for others, and that is 

absolutely a reason why I love him. So, for me to ever, it’s almost like the stress is 

negated by that. 

 Amelia was preoccupied with fear, care, and seeking in her self-transforming 

experiences. She lost much of her fear of others, decided to focus her life on caring for 

them, and spent the last 5 years seeking a new career that would enable her to do so, all at 

considerable expense and risk. As an outcome of the self-transformation process, she 

learned to take chances, to let go of the catastrophic thinking and feelings of her past, and 

to work hard to make her dream of helping people come true. In the process of doing this, 

she completed what she called “a return to her truer self.”  

Amelia’s affective style and her attitudes towards others changed considerably. 

She was more resilient now than in the past, as evidenced by her quick recovery from a 

total rearrangement of her doctoral study by her advisors. She looked for opportunities to 

share what she called her “love thing” with those she was in conflict with, something she 

would never have done in the past. She was more aware of her thoughts, feelings, and 

body and tried to take care of it so that she could care for others. She no longer had the 

anxiety attacks that had plagued her life but shared herself with other people. Finally, she 

concentrated on all of her relationships, especially her relationship with God, which she 

called her most important thing. 
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The primary focus of Amelia’s life was self-exploration. She was not afraid of 

trying new things or new techniques or going in a new direction with her studies. She was 

changing her life towards new goals of educating those in the bioresearch industry who 

had some of the same struggles at work that she overcame. These struggles included 

overwork and severe stress that could became overwhelming. Now she was pursuing a 

life and career that would help her give the tools to people with whom she used to work. 

She transformed her working life, her inner life, and her life with her family, friends, and 

coworkers and said, “I’m really happy with that and it’s been a fun journey, you know 

just kind of trying to pave my own way and even work with others to, to help integrate, 

integrate my previous experience with my current tasks.” Due to episodes of depression 

throughout her life, she was shy and afraid of people before, but now she was open, 

loving, and unafraid. Finally, her feelings of worthlessness were integrated and resolved 

so that her self-image was whole. 

Deborah 

Deborah is a 58-year-old medical professional who took an MBSR class after 

reading a book on the treatment of depression using mindfulness meditation. She became 

inspired by the course and in an effort to continue her practice decided to go on a retreat, 

take a practicum, and learn how she can teach others MBSR. She was not going to stop 

being a nurse so much as she was going to change her method of treatment. Her focus 

was to find a way to bring the healing effects of MBSR into the lives of her patients.  

Deborah’s SOI score was 4(3). She was not completely independent. She didn’t 

rely upon her husband’s opinion or help for too many things. She was still somewhat 

influenced by her upbringing and her culture but she recognized that influence as being 
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something her mother taught her and the effect of a southern upbringing. She still relied 

upon what others, particularly those in her family, thought in some ways but she was 

moving towards complete independence. 

Deborah suffered from depression when faced with major changes in her family 

situation, moving around the world as she and her family had done, or trying to cope with 

an empty nest since her children were grown and moved away. Her method of dealing 

with these changes had usually been avoidance. Now she was deliberately grieving the 

loss of her father, trying to be available for her adult children without trying to control 

them or feeling sad that they no longer depended upon her so much, and also trying to 

find a way to reconnect with her husband so that they could have more fun. The essence 

of her self-transforming experience with meditation was that she spent less energy 

avoiding pain or discomfort and more energy accepting it and herself. 

Textural Description 

Deborah’s first transforming experience came shortly after she started practicing 

mindfulness meditation through reading the book and using the CD that came with it. She 

said: 

I had been, I guess, dealing with depression is why it jumped out at me and then 

mindfulness maybe just reading, I don’t know. And so I had gotten that and read 

it and then it has a program for 8 weeks, and I was doing this program of 

mindfulness that is kind of on your own and so I probably wasn’t very regimented 

or good at doing it every week, but it was an introduction and it, learned from 

that. And I can specifically remember something difficult happening at work and 

so my husband and I got a timeshare which was close to the work which is near 

the [name]. And I went there and one evening he came over with me and then the 

other full day before I had to go back to work I was able to just do that whole CD 

and learn about mindfulness, kind of like my own mini retreat, and so it helped 

me deal because I was working at this clinic on Fridays and Mondays, and so it 

gave me 2 days in between. And so one day I had to kind of just rest, and the 

second day was like my retreat and then Monday I felt much better going back to 
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work having to deal with the situation. And so that’s when I think I really thought 

that this was a good thing and I need to learn more about it. 

She took the MBSR class and became even more enthused by its potential to help 

people. She was particularly interested in the mind-body treatment of illness. She said 

when she moved from a full-time job in the health department to a part-time job in an 

urgent care clinic,  

I kind of promised myself that I would do something different, and so I knew it 

would be something in mind-body medicine, but I didn’t really know with what 

group, or what kind of training or you know there’s so many different things 

available now, it was difficult to choose. But I have chosen the mindfulness-based 

stress reduction just because there’s so much research with it and it’s been so 

helpful for so many people. And so yeah, I hope to teach, and I feel that my role 

as a nurse practitioner will help me. 

When asked to elaborate, she said: 

Working with other people in Europe and working with other people in California 

and you know, [name] Wisconsin, and lots of [name] or you know different 

people, you know it just seems, you know, there’s a bunch of different mind-body 

things and they all have their own personalities and their own kind of like 

institutions that they come from or have created, but I just kind of felt led to the 

MBSR so that’s where I am. 

Deborah’s second transforming experience came shortly thereafter as she 

struggled with helping her parents. She said: 

I may have taken the stress reduction class before I left my full-time job and 

probably those two things helped me maybe live my values better because, for 

me, it was really important to be available to my parents to help with their care 

and so I was able to. I had actually already been taking family medical leave to 

help care for my father while I was working full-time and then in 2014 in April I 

quit the full-time job and then just started working part-time so I was able to be 

available more at that time, and so that feels much better on this end than if I had 

been working full-time when Daddy died and I could look back with regret or 

whatever, but I really don’t because I was able to be there. And I have a sister 

who’s . . . also a nurse, so she was able to be there as well. So I think maybe the 

mindfulness classes had helped me hold to those values when there might have 
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been other things that would have distracted me from being intentional and 

realizing what was important for me to do at that stage. 

In addition, as her father’s illness advanced and as her mother became more 

strained with his care, Deborah took a class that highlights how caregivers try to cope 

with taking care of dying relatives and what other relatives and friends can do to help 

them. This allowed her to view her mother’s state of fatigue with more objective eyes, 

which enabled her to focus on her as well, not just on her father. About 3 months after he 

died, she  

went to the MBSR practicum and there’s a lot of silence with that, a lot of 

mindfulness just practicing it, and so that was in some ways quite difficult but in 

some ways very productive or fruitful because it helped me grieve. It also, I’ve 

been doing the grief share with my neighbor these last 14 weeks and that has been 

very good as well. 

 Deborah’s third transforming experience was much more gradual than the first 

two. Before taking the MBSR course and quitting her full-time job, she said she and her 

husband were intent on being safe, in providing for their children, and in building a life. 

Now, she said,  

I think from the job change, from full-time to part-time, I got the feeling before I 

took the job that the world was really safe. I don’t know, maybe you could kind of 

plan what would happen or whatever. I think now, and maybe after Daddy’s death 

as well, I’m kind of coming to understand that it doesn’t really matter if the world 

is safe or not, that you’ll just deal with it as it comes and it doesn’t really have, 

things that’ll happen, they don’t really have to really be what you want or not 

want, that you can still deal with it and good can come out of it. 

When asked about how she felt now compared to before she took the MBSR 

course, Deborah said she is finding out who she is all over again. She explained: 

But sometimes I feel like a teenager, yeah, and I hope I still . . . value my child, I, 

my inner child, or being able to play and that sort of thing. My husband and I are 

kind of intent on getting things done and being safe or, you know, or doing things 
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that need to get done. And, you know, I guess when you have kids, you’re really 

intent on that, and one of my goals for myself and us as a couple is to play more. 

In addition, when thinking about the last 4 to 5 years, Deborah said, 

I think in general as you get older, you know like your parents die, and as you get 

older maybe your siblings die, your friends die, you know you lose your job, and 

your body doesn’t do all the wonderful things it used to be able to do and you 

know you have all these losses, you have all these griefs, and they keep coming 

closer and closer to you. So if you don’t, I don’t know, somehow make friends 

with that, then you’re just going to be an angry old woman, you know? 

Structural Description 

Deborah’s temperament hadn’t changed so much as her means of expressing it. 

She was moving from being a solely physical caregiver as a nurse to caring for others in 

mind, body, and spirit. She wanted to set up an MBSR practice: 

I want to do it for the health professionals first because they think they’ve got it 

all together and they’re really healthy you know? But this is going to make them 

healthier, and so if they see that, then they’re going to understand it much better 

than if I just say, oh, I’m starting this group of people who really have heavy-duty 

problems that nobody can fix, then they may not get it, they may not understand it 

at all, but if they’ve done it themselves then it will. 

She admitted that she was not really sure where her studies would eventually take her.  

Additionally, Deborah felt that she was returning to the nature she had as a child. 

She was busy exploring how she wanted to live the rest of her life and what she wanted to 

do with MBSR, and she was not weighed down by having to constantly work or with 

maintaining a secure life. She was getting support to pursue her ideas about MBSR from 

her family, who was interested in either the way mindfulness meditation has been shown 

to help with depression or in its physical effects. However, when asked if meditation had 

made a difference in the frequency of the migraines she has suffered in the last 10 years, 

Deborah said she couldn’t spot any cause-and-effect relationship between how often she 
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meditated and how often she had the migraines. Rather, she thought their frequency was 

related more to a recent diagnosis of celiac disease and was trying to live a gluten-free 

life. 

Deborah’s attitude towards her parents definitely changed from seeing them as 

her independent parents who were going to live forever to realizing that they were going 

to decline and die, with or without her help. She made a big effort to free up time for 

them by changing from a demanding full-time public health nursing job that required her 

to travel over several counties each week to being a part-time urgent care nurse in a local 

clinic. She wanted to “live her values” and take care of her parents without regret. This 

corresponded with the missionary nursing work she did in Brazil as a young woman 

before she met (in the same missionary school) and married her husband.  

Deborah’s faith was basically Christian but was not currently associated with any 

particular denomination. She had gone to Baptist, Episcopal, and Presbyterian churches 

and hadn’t settled on one. When asked why, Deborah said, “I think for me it’s very 

important to feel at home somewhere so that people kind of miss me when I’m not there 

and like call to check on me.” Currently she was attending a small local church where she 

knew the pastor and where they allowed dogs to come to church and they had a Sunday 

dinner most Sundays. 

Textural-Structural Description  

Deborah made quite a few large changes in her life since attending the MBSR 

class. She resigned from a full-time job as a traveling public health nurse with a large 

territory to become an urgent care nurse who mostly handled routine illnesses such as 

sore throats and the flu. She focused on trying to learn enough MBSR so that she could 
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teach it to others with the goal of helping them improve their life. She was considering 

setting up mindfulness clinics within the urgent care company she worked for or perhaps 

going back to public health as a consultant. Currently, she was searching for just the right 

way to offer mindfulness meditation to others, with a target audience of health care 

workers who struggle in high-stress jobs, such as she did, and where the patients are often 

“train-wrecks” suffering from the results of the long-term neglect of their health, many 

times due to financial limitations. 

Deborah described being most preoccupied with panic at separation, care, 

seeking, and play in her self-transforming experiences. It was her struggle with 

depression that led to her taking the MBSR course. She had read about how mindfulness 

meditation could help someone who had depression. She had overcome much of her 

separation fears by caring for and finally grieving for her father deliberately by going to 

grief counseling. She also said that meditation encouraged her to grieve because it’s a 

time when she isn’t distracted by the rest of her life. This grieving process also helped her 

with her fears of being insecure in the world. She was more accepting of the problems 

that can occur in her life and thought that good can come from those problems. She was 

also looking for a church that would miss her if she wasn’t there. She was trying to be a 

good role model for her children, who had moved away and were living their own lives. 

She focused on helping them when they asked rather than offering free advice.  

Deborah had been a caregiver most of her life. Her first job was as a dental 

assistant working for her father; her second job was as a missionary nurse working in 

third-world countries that were very poor; and finally, she worked as a public health 

nurse in the United States. She considered being a public health nurse her vocation, and it 
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gave her life purpose. She said that MBSR helped her understand herself and what she 

valued in life, which was taking care of other people. She saw MBSR as a means to care 

for others in a different way other than just the physical care in which a practicing nurse 

specializes. Deborah saw introducing MBSR as a way to help people improve their lives 

in many areas. She spent the last 4 years searching for the best audience for her MBSR 

practice and tentatively decided on helping the health care profession she had worked in 

for more than 35 years.  

Finally, of special interest was Deborah’s growing desire for play. She and her 

husband had what she called a ‘hobby farm’ and she wanted them to enjoy it more 

together. She wanted to set aside time for her and her husband to have more fun, to create 

interesting routines such as walking in the woods or taking care of their animals. She 

wanted to lessen their prior emphasis on safety and survival due to living and raising 

children in foreign countries away from their extended family, and to increase focus on 

enjoying life and not worrying so much about what might happen. She realized now that 

most of what she worried about never happened. 

Lorraine 

Lorraine is a 57-year-old woman who worked as an MBSR instructor for children 

and adults. Her prior careers included banking and interior design, where she was very 

successful given an inborn talent for math and a creative bent towards design. She could 

have continued in either career after the birth of her child, but she developed diabetes. 

Initially, she was determined to learn how to control the diabetes she developed as a 

result of pregnancy. To do that, she wanted to understand meditation and so started 
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studying for a master’s degree in Buddhist studies. MBSR was part of the degree 

program. As she started the program, she said, 

I was angry a lot of the time because I’m in really good health otherwise and I’m 

atypical because I’m thin, and my weight has always been stable my whole life. 

And I was frustrated, and it sort of, probably emotionally angry that, you know—

why me and this is horrible and I hate this. And anyway, I started to read books, 

these sort of new-age books about your body and your awareness and when like 

odd things happen to your health, and I had this personal theory at that time that, 

well, it’s like a key that unlocks something. And it was like all of a sudden, out of 

the blue, this key unlocks the door to diabetes, right? And turns something on in 

my immune system that went haywire. So my personal theory at that time was, 

I’m going to get to the bottom of this and figure out how to turn it off. 

After taking the course, she experienced three transforming experiences. The first 

was primarily physical in controlling the diabetes, the second was in learning to cope 

with the toxic relationship she had suffered with her mother for most of her life, and the 

third was a total change in direction regarding how she would spend her life. 

 The focus of Lorraine’s life was to realize her own desires to be creative, to be a 

mother, to conquer diabetes, to understand Buddhism, to understand herself, etc. If she 

sought something, she had the strength, determination, courage, and perseverance to keep 

at it until she found it. Her SOI score was 4/3. She was mostly reliant upon herself for her 

own viewpoint. She had just about totally separated from her mother but still worried 

about what her mother’s neighbors would think, and the stress between her husband and 

her son affected her negatively. She often felt caught between the two of them and 

struggled with trying to support both of them. 

The essence of Lorraine’s self-transforming experience with meditation was that 

she learned patience with herself and others and she understood that the diabetes she 

contracted wasn’t a punishment for bad behavior; it is just a condition that anyone can 
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get. Raging at it didn’t help. It was only when she calmed down emotionally that she 

could learn to understand it and then to live with it. 

Textural Description 

Lorraine’s first transforming experience was mainly physical. She outlined how 

she went about trying to understand her diabetes with the goal of eventually controlling 

it. When she started, she was on insulin two times a day and taking pills. She said, 

So my mission in life with this baby that was like 2, almost 3, and I wasn’t 

working, was to find a meditation practice that would help to heal me; that was 

my personal [laugh], that was my personal mission. And anyway, as luck would 

have it, I also have these two childhood friends that were, that are healers, they 

are energy workers, they have long-term meditation practices, they do Reiki work, 

but they do Reiki work at such a serious level that like [name] uses them in 

clinical studies. And so these two girlfriends of mine were totally supportive and 

said stick with it, look around, try different things and find what you enjoy 

engaging in. So [laugh], that first year of trying to find meditation was full of 

hilarious, you know, appointments with different meditation centers, trying out 

different practices, and I still had this small baby and playgroups and preschool 

and this and that and a husband that was on the road more than 50% of the time. 

And anyways it was challenging, and meanwhile I had this wonderful 

endocrinologist. I was still on insulin and I had this wonderful endocrinologist 

here, I still have him, since 2002, and so I would see him every 3 months, and I 

would tell him what I was doing and he would just laugh; he was like, well, 

whatever, you know? Let’s do your medicine the right way. And so, anyway, I 

would say within a year of trying all of these different meditation things, I—and I 

at that time I took two types of insulin; one was a long acting that I would take 

once a day and it would operate for 24 hours, and the other was a short acting that 

I would have to take with every meal based on whatever my carbohydrates or 

sugar intakes were. So I was taking two things, right? So, sure enough, about a 

year after this whole meditation thing with my friend saying just keep working on 

it, just keep showing up and doing it, all of a sudden, the need for my medications 

changed, and one of the insulins dropped 50%, and the other dropped about 30%, 

and all the other constants in my life were the same. That was the only thing that 

was variable was the meditation and the insulin. So I discussed this with my 

doctor and he was like, look, never seen anything like it but I’m open to what’s 

happening. So that began the whole meditation journey, where I began to learn a 

lot that the more I learned to manage my stress, the more my insulin requirements 

would drop, because I actually didn’t need as much insulin. So as my body began 

to calm down, my insulin levels dropped, and I would say after 5½ years of taking 
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insulin, I had weaned myself off of it and took the lowest dose of tablets on the 

market. 

However, after several years of using numerous kinds of tablets, each of which 

would work for a couple of years before she developed an immunity to it, she went back 

on insulin which by that time she knew how to handle better than she had just after her 

child was born and she was able to stabilize on a lower dose. This is when she started the 

degree program in Buddhist studies and was taking the MBSR course within the program. 

She said: 

I took my course from one of the best and she was very strict because it was 

embedded in a university master’s program, so we had to be very strict about 

journaling every day and we had to put in an hour of practice every day. And that 

semester I learned so much more about managing my health, my well-being, the 

way that I thought that, that began to grow and develop and deepen my meditation 

practice, and deepen my understanding of the power of the mind-body connection 

because I finally could find material where I understood the link between mind 

and body better. 

 About 5 years later, Lorraine approached a doctor doing a study on the effect of 

meditation on diabetes. She acquired a continuous glucose monitor and wore it for 6 

months trying to see if meditation had any effect on her own blood sugar levels. She 

couldn’t draw any conclusions regarding her condition since she couldn’t see a direct 

correlation between meditating longer and using less medication, and that made her think 

that just following blood sugar levels for the 8-week MBSR course probably wasn’t 

enough time to affect a major disease like diabetes. She thought that there would 

probably need to be a 6-month to 1-year study of people steadily meditating to find out 

conclusively whether meditation affects diabetes. However, in the last year, she 

completed three week-long retreats and noted: 
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At each of those three occasions, my blood sugars dropped so low I had to adjust 

my insulin down twice during the course of time that I was there. So this was the 

first time that there was an immediate and direct impact on spending hours in 

meditative stillness and its immediately impacting my blood sugar, to the point 

where I have to adjust my medicine every day. I spoke to a teacher in December 

about this, and I said why is this happening to me now, and he said his best guess 

is that for years I’ve been cultivating practice habits that keep me on a plateau of 

maintenance and that now all of a sudden your body’s homeostasis, sort of 

equilibrium state is about to adjust to a new level, and so you’re getting these 

drops because they’re like warning signs that your body needs to make changes 

again. 

 Lorraine’s second transforming experience came during the same time frame and 

was about how she related to her mother. Her relationship with her mother had been 

contentious and full of conflict throughout much of her life. She had to bail out her 

mother, financially and emotionally, many times. She explained: 

I’ve had to do that numerous times over the years and actually my sister and I 

were sort of reflecting back on how long we’ve been playing this game with her. 

And I remember at one point in my late 20s that it was so bad, I mean I would say 

to her, a lot of my 20s I was probably angry a lot, because I was in the middle of 

it. I mean, I can take distance from it better now, but in my 20s I remember 

feeling that if I’m never ever had anything to do with her or see her again, I could 

[inaudible 27:13], because I felt so compromised by a person who lies and 

manipulates, even though she’s my own mother. 

Even recently, she said, 

I’m having to deal with an issue with a mother over the holiday period who’s 

depressed, and I’m with my sister who’s my only sibling, so we’re talking a lot 

about it every day and going over things and, you know, visiting many subjects 

about the depression and my mother. . . . So she’s with her, surrounded by her 

family, her brothers, her sisters, her nieces, her nephews, and grand-nieces and 

grand-nephews. And I’m here because my father’s up in this area and sort of from 

a physical point of view, he needed more attention. But anyways, so the anger is, I 

actually don’t get so angry very often, but when I do, it’s because my mother lies, 

and she steals money from people, and on principle gets, I would say that I do get 

angry about that and she’s in the middle of sort of this coming up again where she 

has had to go and try to find money and she’s taking money from what I would 

call innocent people in her church community that don’t know how devious she 

is. 
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When asked if she still talked to her mother on a regular basis, she said, 

We still talk every day. We have conversations and when she starts to talk about 

subjects that I don’t agree with her on, then I just say to her that I’m sorry, I can’t 

speak on that subject because I don’t agree with her, because she wants me to 

agree that she’s right and I, I don’t. And I’m entitled to my opinion too, and I say 

to her, I say: Mom, you know I can’t talk about this. I don’t happen to agree with 

you. You can’t convince me otherwise, and I can’t stop you from what you’re 

doing, but you can’t, you can’t get me to believe in something that I don’t. So you 

know, when I’m really angry, I tell her that she’s lying to other people, and worse, 

she’s lying to herself. And I understand she’s desperate, I understand she’s 81, I 

understand all of that, but it’s never too late to change, only she can want to. 

This was an ongoing, long-term relationship that was full of conflict and caused a 

tremendous amount of stress not only for Lorraine but also for Lorraine’s sister and her 

aunt, who is her mother’s sister. It even caused stress in the community that Lorraine’s 

mother lived in, because that’s who bailed her out now that her family stepped back. 

Structural Description 

Lorraine’s affective style changed from anxiety and worry to a much more 

relaxed and positive outlook. She said: 

I actually handle and recover from stress a lot quicker now, and I also am smarter 

in my relationship to stress. I do a lot more self-care and I know if an issue is very 

stressful, how to navigate around it, so as not to react to it, but to respond to it 

better. 

In addition, as she continued to search for how to improve her control of her 

diabetes, she said: 

I have a good friend who is a medical doctor and a monk and he is one of those 

monks that has practiced more than 60,000 hours. And he is the one whose brain 

they studied for the meditation studies in [name], and he’s coming in February. So 

when he, he teaches for 2 months every year, so when he comes in February, I’m 

going to speak to him from a medical point of view about all of this again, 

because it looks like I’m approaching a time in my life where I’m probably going 

to make some more changes, but if my insulin keeps reducing from time to time, 
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who’s not to say that one day it may disappear, the need for it all together. And 

that is the impact of meditation on, and these are sort of life changes. So how does 

that impact my spiritual life? It impacts my physical life and it impacts my 

spiritual life in ways that are very true to mindfulness about treating everything in 

the present moment, and welcoming it with beginner’s mind, and staying out of 

the path in the future and merely being present with whatever arises, and that’s 

probably why the mindfulness comes easier and easier to me with time. 

Lorraine discussed dealing with very stressful family relationships in the context 

of mindfulness meditation: 

When you go to a mindfulness course, the family issues don’t stop because that’s 

the external stimulus that’s out there continuing, but your relationships with that 

stimulus will change and you will . . . understand more about your choice in how 

to be in that relationship. It’s actually reframing your view; you don’t change the 

circumstances, but you reframe how to manage it, deal with it, interact with it. Oh 

yeah, I mean my own mother is incredibly toxic, incredibly toxic, and I’ve had to 

redefine my relationship with her to protect my own health for sure. 

Furthermore, she said that sometimes it took a long time to work through those family 

stressors, as she had struggled with her mother for most of her life.  

Lorraine’s attitude toward her mother was definitely different now than in the 

past. Now, she believed, 

I’m finally coming to the conclusion that I didn’t want to look at for a long time is 

that my mother may have narcissistic personality disorder and I guess I never 

really wanted to face that kind of guilt. So this sort of drives a lot of her behavior 

and she is addicted to a certain lifestyle that many of us have bailed her out 

financially over years, I mean years, decades. And what happened was, I took a 

position earlier this year where I refused to help financially anymore, okay? I was 

enabling her to continue this sort of erratic chain of addictive behavior of 

spending and debt and everything, and in trying to do the right thing, I was 

probably doing the wrong thing. So I and my sister has stepped back, my aunt, her 

own sister has stepped back, which leaves a vacuum of where she then has to go 

to source more funding. 

Lorraine would continue to be as loving as she could with her mother but would 

no longer financially enable her to keep an unsupportable lifestyle. She thought if her 

mother hit bottom, it might be just the thing to turn her around. And she said that’s when 
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she would step in and help her financially move to a less expensive home and help her 

adopt a lifestyle more in keeping with her resources. In the meantime, she tried to keep a 

safe emotional distance from her mother and realized that she had a choice in how she 

responded to her mother’s behavior. 

Finally, Lorraine’s temperament did change and so did its focus. She went from 

being a manager of money in a bank (data) to a creator of beauty as an interior designer 

(things) to being a full-time mother to becoming an MBSR instructor concerned with 

helping people deal with pain (people). In the process, she became much more self-aware 

of her own mind and body. This was a gradual shift in outlook and in concern for others 

spanning 30 years. One could be distant with people while counting their money or even 

when decorating their homes, but one could not be distant when dealing with their pain. 

To help people who are suffering, one must get very close and needed to be stable 

enough internally so as not to be overwhelmed by their circumstances.  

Textural-Structural Description 

 Lorraine made many changes in her life since she first started meditating 16 years 

ago in an attempt to try to control the diabetes she suffered upon the birth of her child. 

She experimented with several meditation methods, and those helped her to decrease her 

dependence upon insulin and various diabetic drugs. She felt that the meditation made her 

much more aware of her body and the need to take care of it. It also affected her 

spiritually and helped her ‘live in the present moment’ so that she didn’t anticipate 

problems or brood on them as she used to. 

After almost 10 years of living with diabetes, and in a search for something to do 

after her child was in school for a while, she began a degree program in Buddhist studies 
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that had, at its core, the MBSR program. Completing this course, and her degree, 

galvanized her into moving into a totally different career. She further studied to become 

an MBSR teacher. Now she taught children and adults full time and coached other 

diabetics on how to learn to deal with their disease. This was a very different career from 

the prior ones she had of banking and interior design. This was a career dedicated to 

helping people feel better physically, to help them gain control of their emotions, and to 

help them understand and deal with their relationships. She became a caregiver and said 

that her biggest natural high of the week comes from her classes with children and with 

adults who are suffering. 

Lorraine had been most concerned with rage, seeking, and care in her self-

transforming journey. She learned to deal with her mother’s destructive behavior in a 

supportive but emotionally safe manner, and although she still felt anger at what her 

mother did to others, she could step back from that and continue to love her. She no 

longer got as angry with her mother as she used to as a young woman. She learned that 

she had a choice in what she felt and how she responded to her mother’s manipulative 

behavior and lies. She also learned that there was no reason for her to ‘feel compromised’ 

by it; her mother’s poor behavior towards others did not mean that Lorraine was a bad 

person herself.  

Lorraine also learned to deal with the anger that she felt upon learning that she 

had diabetes. She was so very angry at contracting a chronic illness that she felt came 

from out of the blue, with little warning, and no ties to her lifestyle, that it galvanized her 

into looking for a solution that would enable her to control it and perhaps eventually 

eliminate it. That seeking behavior took her to many different meditation methods which 
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helped her to lessen her dependence on insulin, but she wasn’t satisfied and kept looking. 

She eventually found MBSR, which helped her understand the relationship between mind 

and body. The course in MBSR, and the degree in Buddhist studies, enabled her to 

understand the physical and spiritual aspects of mindfulness meditation and encouraged 

her to try to help others who might be suffering physical or mental issues.  

Lorraine knew her own mind and was driven by her own desires all her life (to be 

creative, to be a mother, to conquer diabetes, to understand Buddhism, to understand 

herself, etc.). If she wanted something, she went after it and succeeded in many 

endeavors. However, she was more patient now than she was as a younger person, more 

relaxed, and more understanding of others’ failings. Her persistence in trying to help 

herself deal with diabetes by working her way through many meditation methods led her 

to MBSR. Studying MBSR opened up her mind and heart, led her towards devoting her 

life to helping others, and helped her understand her own family dynamics and her 

mother’s issues, which led her to changing those dynamics, all of which took a lot of 

courage, strength, and determination. 

Ursula 

Ursula is a 59-year-old woman who currently works as a professor teaching 

business courses in a community college. Her prior careers included being a career 

consultant helping people transition to new jobs as well as working in the family business 

she shared with her ex-husband. She was successful in both but she had a very rough time 

after her divorce. After having many children with her husband, she divorced him for 

neglect and found herself almost penniless after a lengthy court battle. She struggled for 
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many years trying to raise her children and keep everyone from going on welfare. She 

said at the beginning, just after the divorce, that she  

was forced to make a decision, and that decision was you’re either going to go up 

or you’re going to become, you’re going to go down and you’re going to crash. 

And you’re going to end up on welfare and you’re going to end up, you know, in 

a trailer park and you’re going to—and I went no, no, no, I am not going there.  

She had a dream to run a school for the arts so she worked various jobs, she 

earned degrees in psychology, business, and education, and then, one day while studying 

for her doctorate, a teacher talked about meditation. It seemed like a continuation of the 

contemplation and prayer she had practiced for many years after experiencing a spiritual 

rebirth as a young woman. This experience caused her to stop drinking and taking drugs 

and to start living a Christian life dedicated to others. She took the MBSR class about 15 

years ago and had been meditating regularly, with that same group, since. She said: 

There’s a lot of people with different backgrounds and it’s okay, everybody’s 

accepted, and it’s, you know, because the common bond is the meditation, the 

common bond is the wisdom that we grab from work, gather from each other. 

After taking the course, she experienced three transforming experiences. The first 

was in trying to finish her doctorate, the second was in learning how not to care what 

others think of her and to live in the present moment, and the third was in learning to 

detach from things, including the house she had built with her husband where she had 

raised her children. 

 The focus of Ursula’s life was to achieve one goal after another, but her goals 

were self-inspired. She created them herself rather than follow what others suggested. 

Whatever she set out to do, she went after it. Her SOI score was 3/4, as she was more 

independent than most socialized adults but not as independent as a fully individualized 
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adult would be. She behaved like a socialized adult with her children and when there was 

any kind of stress between her and anyone else, but her goals were highly individualistic 

and well thought out and she was driven to complete them. 

 The essence of Ursula’s self-transforming experience with meditation was to 

forgive herself for not being a perfect mother or wife and to understand she had the 

power and drive to make her life in whatever image she wanted. 

Textural Description 

Ursula’s first transforming experience came as a result of conflict, as she was 

trying to complete her doctorate in education. She had struggled with her final 

comprehensive exam, had failed it the first time, and when studying for the second 

attempt, asked one of the teachers on the exam committee if it was all right to answer the 

questions using her own project as a case study. This teacher said it would be acceptable 

to do so, but he subsequently failed her again for doing that very thing. She complained 

to the president of the school who reversed that teacher’s decision and passed Ursula so 

that she could move to the next stage and start writing her dissertation. She said,  

I got my committee together, I spent 4 years writing my dissertation, it took so 

long, and I was, I finally passed and you know I was going to graduate. And it 

was the night of the hooding, and I said there is no way that I’m going to that; this 

man has caused so much grief in my life. And a little, you know, after the hooding 

started, my chair called and said: Are you coming? I said no. I said I don’t want 

that teacher to hood me, and he said he doesn’t do it, I do. And I went: Oh my 

gosh! But by then it was too late. He said: I’ll tell you what, tomorrow as you, 

before you go up and get your diploma, I’ll hood you. And so the next day, I got 

in line, standing in line, I had all my kids there, they were off the charts happy for 

me, and he walked up to the line and said take off your hood and I did. And then 

he put it on, as an informal hooding, just so that could happen, and then he turned 

me around and he said: Ursula, I want you to know that the teacher said you, said 

last night that you were one very, very special woman. So, what ended up 

happening, because I didn’t retaliate verbally to him, because I continued 

kindness to him, he was, that ignited a respect in him to me. 
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She hadn’t let her troublesome teacher walk all over her. She had protested to the 

president, but she hadn’t attacked him or called him names or tried to get him fired for 

lying to her about the case study. She stood up to that teacher by complaining of the 

unfairness of his behavior to the school administration, which is something that she had 

been unable to do in her marriage. And she was also civil to him; she didn’t berate him 

for his unfairness when she could have done so easily. 

 Ursula’s second transforming experience was to change from someone who really 

cared what others thought of her to being someone who was only concerned with what 

God thought of her. This wasn’t a result of the rebirthing experience she had had as a 

very young woman but one she attributed to the meditation she had been doing for the 

last 15 years.  

There was a time in my life where I would be who you wanted or needed me to 

be, and today, because I didn’t know who I was. So I would, I was almost like a 

chameleon. . . . Whatever I needed to be in order to be liked, in order to be 

wanted, because of my upbringing, I, that’s how I would, would change. But 

today, the only person I truly, truly answer to is God. I mean, I have to answer to 

society, you know, that’s, I get that, you know I can’t just do what I want, but 

when the bottom, when my head hits the pillow at night, there’s only one entity 

that I am concerned with of whether or not I have offended or if I’ve pleased. And 

that’s God, and that’s, that’s very, very different than who I was before. 

In addition, Ursula stressed that she learned to live in the present moment as much 

as she could. She said, “It was a different kind of transforming experience [compared 

with the transformation from being married to divorced] because what that taught me was 

to live in the very present moment and that’s the whole, that’s the whole training.” She 

continued: 

You tend less to project into the future and you tend less to reminisce on the past. 

And you, and you kind of stay in the moment. Now you’re not there all the time 

because the brain doesn’t work like that, you know, because the brain has got to 
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look into the future and the brain has got to look in the past to put you in time. It’s 

got to relocate you in time, and, but when I find myself worrying about the future, 

not dreaming, you know I think dreaming is good, I would like to do this and I 

would like to do that—I don’t spend a lot of time but I think that’s what creates a 

vision in us keep the mo-, propelling forward. But when I project negativity on 

the future, I catch myself with it, and I don’t do that, very rarely if I catch it; I stop 

it immediately. And, if I catch myself reminiscing on the past in a negative way, I 

stop it, and I think that has—I don’t think, I know—that’s lessened my suffering. 

 Finally, Ursula’s third transforming experience, and one that was still occurring, 

was her growing ability to detach from things, especially from things that defined a 

painful past. The house that she lived in was the house she built with her husband, it’s the 

house she designed while taking classes in architecture, and it’s the house where she 

raised her children. But the house was full of painful memories both for her and for her 

children and she was changing it.  

I have these different spaces in the house that I use for different things, and my 

back porch is my summer meditation place. But what I’m doing and why I 

haven’t been doing it is, I’ve been repainting my house. I’ve been, I just got rid of 

all of the patio furniture out back so I’ve been working in creating a new space. 

And, so all of the meditation that I’ve done over the past year and the dreaming 

and the contemplating and the, oh this is what I would like, so, in my house, I’ve 

now created that. And I, okay, so I’m creating new spaces, I’m creating, I’m, I’m 

getting rid of the old, so it’s a very spiritual thing that’s happening that is taking a 

lot, a lot of time, a lot of money. A lot of effort, it’s a lot of work. I’m, you know, 

it’s no joke, it’s been a lot of work. I hope that I’m seeing now, I’m starting to see 

how I dreamed of things beginning to become a reality, and then what’s 

happening is I see my sons enjoying the different spaces that I’m creating. Instead 

of just sitting in a space, they’re now enjoying the space. So I’m transforming . . . 

the house from a place where we all grew up together and we all had, you know, 

so much pain and suffering from everything, into a place of healing and into place 

of beauty that is ministering to all of our souls. 

She was trying to “just bring it into that the 21st century and then, and you know, 

stay here for another 5 years or so and, to get my money back out of it, and then probably 

the next place I move will be, not be an assisted-living, but into our retirement 

community.” She attributed this ability to detach from her house to her meditation and 
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said it also taught her to accept her own history, to accept the mistakes she made, and to 

forgive others and herself. It wasn’t her church that taught her to forgive, it was 

meditation. She explained: 

You know as a Christian, you know that we’re taught to forgive, forgive, forgive, 

forgive, forgive. And you know when you have been beat up in life, you kind of 

go: I want to forgive, you know, Lord help me to forgive, but it’s like, I couldn’t, 

didn’t know, it’s like how do you do this? And so the meditation help me do that, 

and then, but the other thing that it also taught me, which I am so grateful for, is 

no judgment; there’s no judgment in the Buddhist meditation. 

Structural Description 

Ursula thought that her most transforming experience was her divorce, which 

happened before the meditation. Although that experience was the catalyst and one that 

she triggered herself, it’s what she did to support her family that transformed her. During 

that time, she learned MBSR and its discipline. Learning and practicing it helped her 

move forward and take care of her family. She commented:  

It’s one thing when it’s just you and you got to pick up the pieces of a life and 

rebuild, but it’s a whole different ballgame when you’ve got people depending on 

you then. And then if you don’t pick up pieces, the whole show goes down. And 

that kind of pressure—and that kind of, I think pressure, but it’s also the, not 

support, that’s not the right word, but, the point, to get you to keep you going. 

Her son said to her: 

Mom, you know they don’t understand that most people aren’t like you, most 

people can’t go to work and full-time and then be a full-time student and then, 

excuse me, take care of family too. And then going back to what you were talking 

about, I’m thinking, it’s not that most people can’t, it’s most people won’t. 

Even though Ursula’s attitude toward the teacher who tried to stop her doctoral 

education didn’t change, because she still didn’t like him when she graduated and she 

didn’t want him to “hood” her, she was able to control her behavior towards him. She 
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said, “What I’ve learned to do is feel the emotion of it but look at the reality of what it is 

too and not pretend that it doesn’t exist, but to act, not react.” This helped her remain 

calm when problems came up or she was emotionally challenged by some event. It was 

the primary object lesson of mindfulness meditation to let an emotion come, feel it, and 

look at it nonjudgmentally, and then let it go. When asked about how she felt about 

another occasion when her boss suggested that with enrollment down, he might need to 

hire adjuncts instead of keeping a permanent teaching staff, she said that without 

meditation, “I would just take that pain and put in my heart, and question my own 

worth.” Now, what she was doing was reviewing her career strategy: “So I’m just kind of 

resting, resting in the, with the universe. I’m just resting, allowing it to unfold the way 

that it’s meant to unfold.” She had no anxiety and wasn’t running around looking for 

another job frantically. She was exploring her options carefully, nonjudgmentally, and 

letting those options lead her to a decision. 

Deeper changes occurred in Ursula’s attitudes towards others and herself because 

of her practice of meditation. As a result, she didn’t need to be liked anymore and she 

wasn’t worried too much about what others thought. She no longer changed herself to 

suit anyone else’s idea of what she should be. She was concerned about what God 

thought of her. Her attitude changed from being judgmental of herself and others to being 

more self-accepting, which allowed her to let go of pain. MBSR helped her to forgive and 

acknowledge the pain her husband caused which, in turn, allowed her to become “honest 

with herself” and recognize that she passed some of that pain onto her children. She 

learned to forgive her husband and herself. 
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Ursula also tried to live in the present moment rather than project negative 

emotions into the future. She said: 

Maybe one of my kids say something that, you know, some, some, pushback or 

something that’s, you know, upsetting or they tell me something that’s upsetting. 

Okay, so I get hit and then what I tend to do because of meditation is I do think 

into the future and I say: Do I want to bring this negative moment into the future? 

How and what is the best way that I can handle this right now that will keep 

peace? So when you, you do look in the future in the sense of when you get hit, is 

this worth carrying into the future or can I let it go now and can I make the 

apologies now so that it doesn’t go into the future? I think that’s the biggest, the 

biggest lesson that I’ve learned from this. 

This was a change in temperament that allowed her to relax from the high stress of a 

painful past and an uncertain future into a calmer acceptance and enjoyment of the 

present. She tried not to hold onto past pain or catastrophize the future anymore. 

One of the most telling examples of how Ursula changed was how she related to 

her house at this time versus how she related to it when she designed and built it. She 

went to architecture classes so that she could learn to design the best house for her family 

and she ended up with a house big enough to support 10 people, an almost overwhelming 

mortgage, and an emotionally dead marriage. She struggled for many years to keep the 

house maintained, to pay her mortgage, and to raise her children in security. This house 

meant a lot to her and she was very attached to it. However, she realized that over the 

years, she was so attached to the house that it blinded her to the effect it had on her 

children. What was to her a place of security was to them a place of familial pain. So, she 

put it on the market to sell but because it was during the Great Recession and because she 

had some unfriendly neighbors, she had no success. Buyers said the house looked “tired” 

and they didn’t want to deal with the messy neighbors. Ursula got the homeowner’s 

association to get her neighbors to clean up and she started changing the house. As she 
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did so, one room at a time, her children started coming back to visit, with a couple of 

them deciding to live there while they straightened out their lives. She tried to turn the 

house into a place of healing but, even so, she was determined to sell it within 5 years and 

move to a retirement community. She detached herself from her big house; it was no 

longer the most important member of the family but just a place where the family 

enjoyed each other. 

Textural-Structural Description 

 Ursula’s transforming experiences focused on care, rage, fear, and seeking. The 

anger she felt at her husband detaching emotionally from her and their children lasted for 

almost 20 years, but she finally began to let some of it go. The divorce she sought made 

her concentrate on caring for her children, and almost every fear or anxiety she 

mentioned during that time had to do with trying to find work that would support them 

and her dream of founding a school. She never stopped looking for a way to do both. She 

overcame many obstacles in her path, and she not only successfully raised her children, 

but she also earned the degrees she felt she needed to keep moving forward towards her 

dream. Right now, she was working on changing her home, transforming it, so that it 

became a place for her children to come to rest and heal and it stopped being the place 

where they struggled so much as they were growing up. Even though she was working on 

it, that work no longer consumed her as it did when she was younger, married, and trying 

to be the perfect wife, mother, and homeowner. She was not trying to be anything other 

than herself. 

Interestingly, Ursula began another master’s program, this time about spirituality, 

with the goal of eventually earning the credits necessary to becoming a spiritual 
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counselor, which is her new goal. She said that her focus on spirituality was the result of 

a combination of her early spiritual rebirth experience and the meditation she had been 

practicing for the last 15 years. 

 Although Ursula had a number of major life events that would qualify as 

transforming experiences, it’s what she did following MBSR that allowed her to 

transform her career and her emotional life. She no longer worked in a bank. She earned a 

doctorate in education, which was the tool she was using to support herself while she 

studied for yet another goal, that of being a spiritual counselor. She tried not to wallow in 

the pain of the past but rather focused on the present and how she could help her children 

cope with their own difficulties. She made a concerted effort not to drag current conflict 

into the future. She apologized when she stepped out of line with her children, which 

enabled them to do the same. She was much calmer and had less anger, fear, and anxiety, 

and she wasn’t worried about what others thought of her, only what God thought of her. 

She was not a “chameleon” anymore and ready to be whatever person anyone else 

wanted; she had become herself. Finally, as a result of practicing meditation, she said that 

she suffered less, and that was what she wanted to offer those who may be struggling 

with some of the same issues she has had to cope with in her life. 

Robert 

Robert is a retired engineer and teacher who’s been practicing meditation for over 

40 years. For the first 15 years, he practiced mainly yoga with its meditative elements, 

primarily in the yogananda tradition. Then someone invited him to a session with Tara 

Brach. He commented: 
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I was so impressed by her and what Buddhism was all about that I started 

meditating. . . . Continuing my meditation but changing from yoga meditation, 

which is based primarily as you know on concentration. You focus the mind with 

a mantra or deep breathing and you can achieve a state of great bliss and 

tranquility. And it was helpful in coping with life stresses. . . . After a while I 

didn’t feel that I was advancing in my development, whereas insight meditation 

opened windows for me, and my first experience was in the 90s and I’ve 

continued with insight meditation ever since. 

Insight meditation is in the Mahayana tradition. Robert stated that “the purpose 

there is really to help other people achieve enlightenment, not just yourself but in a Zen 

retreat, for example, they would say the opening chant is beings are unlimited. I vow to 

help all of them achieve enlightenment.” Robert wanted to understand his own mind and 

he felt that insight meditation would help him do that better than just yoga alone. He had 

practiced insight meditation for the last 25 years. In addition, because he has always been 

very interested in religious thought and studied comparative religions all his life, he has 

made himself an expert in the field. He stated: 

So it’s helped me immensely. And the philosophy of Buddhism, it’s when you 

really get into it deeply it’s sort of like the Christian contemplatives or mystics, 

Meister Eckhart and St. John of the Cross and Teresa of Avila, St. Francis. People 

like that are very compatible with Buddhist thinking because eventually you learn 

to let go of concepts and you learn to try to be present for what exists now and be 

in touch with your deeper self. 

The concepts that he mentioned were similar to the concepts of MBSR—to be present in 

the current moment, without judgment, in order to connect with your mind and heart. 

 Because Robert has been practicing meditation for such a long time, throughout a 

long life, and has experienced many transforming events, this discussion focuses on the 

changes that have made the most impact during that time or are the most recent. The most 

impactful was a major career change from engineer in a large corporation to farmer. The 

most recent was learning to deal with advancing age and failing health. 
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 Robert’s focus in life was on social issues, justice, comparative religion, and 

spiritual matters. He was driven to try to understand his own mind. He had a personal 

history of being a civil rights activist but now he helped his wife with her work in local 

politics. His current goal was to become a role model for aging for this children and 

grandchildren. His SOI score was a solid 4, and it dominated his outlook. Although he 

depended upon his relationships with his family and he cared about them and many 

others deeply, he did so from within a very independent identity and viewpoint. 

 The essence of Robert’s self-transforming experience with meditation was to 

understand his own physical and mental vulnerability, to learn to live with it, and to 

accept the inevitable advancement of age with its many benefits and its restrictions. 

Textural Description 

Robert’s biggest and most deliberate transforming experience was to retire from a 

large, multinational corporation to become a farmer. In the early days of his career as an 

engineer and then as an internal consultant for his company, he worked a lot with the 

Peace Corps and Job Corps and with various educational programs, some of which were 

overseas. Robert said he really enjoyed the travel and being able to help other people. His 

background included working in the civil rights movement, so social inequities, and how 

to alleviate them, were a very important part of his life. About his company, he said, 

That all changed after in the Reagan years when the whole climate in America 

changed and ‘greed is good’ became the mantra. And the corporation changed 

after that. It was a place run by engineers and encouraged a lot of creativity, but 

the money guys took over and the whole object was how much money can we 

squeeze out of people. 
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So, the company’s focus changed from innovation and creativity and using those 

things to help people to concentrating on making money even to the point of laying 

employees off a month before they became vested in the retirement plan so as not to have 

to pay benefits. These types of corporate behaviors along with other, similar methods of 

cutting costs and focusing on the bottom line caused Robert to feel that he’d had enough. 

The company he hired into some 20 years before had disappeared, and they no longer 

shared the same values. He and his wife had previously bought some land to retire on 

with the goal of making it a base for his children and grandchildren to visit, but Robert 

didn’t want to continue at the company. As a result, and only in his early 50s, he decided 

that he would leave the company and try to build a farm on that land so that it would be 

sufficient to support him and his wife until they were ready to retire. 

Robert’s change in careers entailed working on the farm during the day and 

studying horticulture at night, since he had no hands-on experience in agriculture. He did 

this for more than 2 years trying to make it a profitable business. However, in the end, he 

found he just couldn’t make enough money at it. In spite of this, he called the experience 

“very positive”: 

Being out working in the yard, it restored my energy. It raised my mood. I was 

pretty burned out with the corporate world at that point. What I discovered, I may 

have mentioned this to you before, but I thought that I was burned out with the 

consulting business. But it turns out that that experience of doing something else 

for a couple of years restored my interest in consulting, and I’ve enjoyed it 

tremendously ever since then. One of the differences was I was working directly 

with clients as opposed to managing an organization where I spent my time 

dealing with paperwork and managing personnel issues. 

 Robert’s most recent transforming experience was the result of his increasing age-

related health issues. For the vast majority of his life, he had been active and healthy with 

no major problems. However, once he passed a certain decade, he began to suffer from 
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one health problem after another. He struggled with heart surgeries, joint replacements, 

and a myriad of lesser issues. He found the experience restricting: 

We live on a big farm and I did all the maintenance for years—mowing about 60 

acres and cutting firewood, and repairing the out buildings, and keeping all the 

machinery running, and painting, and all that stuff. I can’t do much of any of that 

anymore, so that’s been a change and it’s been a little challenging to accept my 

limitations, but I’m gradually doing that. 

He still wanted to do all the things he had done around the farm in the past and 

felt that it put more of a burden on his wife to try to find people who could do the work 

he couldn’t do anymore. So far, he thought they had been fortunate in hiring laborers to 

help, but he found the whole situation frustrating. Another frustration was that he didn’t 

like to drive at night anymore, so he cut down on his social life and the number of times 

he met with his meditation group or went on retreats. However, Robert was trying to 

come to terms with his health issues because one of his goals was to teach his children 

and grandchildren how to age with dignity and equanimity. He was trying to transform 

his attitude to his health situation since he didn’t believe he could stop the clock on aging 

and he felt he needed to prepare for further problems. 

Structural Description 

Robert thought that his most transforming experience after starting to meditate 

was to change careers from being an internal consulting engineer within a large 

corporation to trying to build and run a small farm. His attitude towards his corporate job 

changed dramatically due to the company’s change in focus. He said his mood lifted but 

after a couple of years at failing to make a profit on the farm, he changed again—going 

back to being a consultant, but this time on his own terms. Upon re-entering the 
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consulting business as an independent, he was able to focus on what he liked doing, 

which was spending most of his time working with clients who wanted and needed his 

help rather than being consumed by paperwork and personnel problems. He had always 

enjoyed the travel associated with being a consultant, even when working for the large 

corporation, but he enjoyed it much more as an independent. One interesting point is that 

Robert felt that his meditation experience helped him deal with clients from different 

countries and cultures. He explained: 

If I meet somebody of a dramatically different ethnic or national background, in 

the past I would’ve judged that person. Oh, I know that. He’s an Indian and I 

know what he thinks, how he’s going to react to things, so forth. I don’t do that 

anymore. I just accept the person as he or she is and I don’t judge people the way 

I used to. And I don’t make simple judgments about events because I realize that 

things are much more complex than what we see on the surface. And I think that’s 

been one of the real benefits. 

Robert’s primary goal now was to age with dignity and grace and to be a good 

role model for his children and grandchildren. He experienced many health challenges in 

the last few years. He believed that one of the benefits of insight meditation is that 

it opens me up to much greater compassion than I ever used to have, 

understanding and sympathy for other people and their lives and what they’re 

doing and what’s going on with them. I don’t judge people the way I used to. So 

those are big benefits. It helps me have greater equanimity with my own life and 

with the challenges I mentioned, the failing health and so forth. I don’t get 

bummed out or depressed about those things. I just say, “Well, that’s just the way 

it is. It’s what’s happening,” and so forth. 

He stressed that the yoga meditation he did before he started practicing insight 

meditation was great for relaxing and even attaining a state of bliss, but it didn’t help him 

understand the world and reality the way he wanted to. He always wanted that 

understanding, as evidenced from his education, his efforts in helping people with civil 

rights issues, his early work with the Peace Corps, and his study of comparative religion. 
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He related what he’s learned about meditation to the experiences of others in various faith 

traditions. For example, he said, 

But most of the Christian mystics, you know, they go very deep and they learn as 

I’ve learned in recent years that trying to solve problems with your mind and 

using concepts and words, you reach your limits pretty quickly. And with in-depth 

Buddhism and mystical Christianity and mystical Islam, the sufis, you find that if 

you let go of those concepts and go into the stillness and the silence, you begin to 

get perceptions and insights that you didn’t get otherwise, and the big questions 

that we thrash about in our minds about them don’t seem so important as much as 

enjoying every day and being in tune with nature and so forth. 

Robert was not as entangled with life as he was before. His temperament changed 

from being angry and reacting to events and people to being more reflective and actively 

cheerful. He didn’t complain much and he didn’t like to talk about negative things. He 

noted that now, 

As a result of my meditation, I make a conscious effort to be cheerful all the time, 

and try to never complain or talk about negative things, which just pulls down the 

other person. I think those would be some of the differences. I haven’t achieved 

this yet, but the Buddhist teaching about speaking is don’t say anything unless 

your conversation or words really add important information that people need to 

have, and information that is not destructive or counterproductive. So, if one 

follows those teachings, they call it right speech, one has to be careful about 

speaking what one says. I try to do that, more and more now, recently, than I did 

before. 

Robert’s participation with the meditation group for 25 years gave him the venue 

to explore his interest in the universe. Even though he couldn’t participate in as many 

retreats as he used to, due to health issues, he is experienced enough to create his own 

retreat when his wife went on vacation. Finally, he said, 

I find that when I meditate, I try to get to the point of going very deep, and letting 

go of concepts, and just trying to experience that cosmic energy. Out of that I 

think I draw sustenance and it broadens my perspective on things. I think it helps 

me be a better person in dealing with others. So, that’s kind of where I am now. 

I’m, the more I learn about science, I don’t, I believe that our present state of 

knowledge and our mental abilities are such that we can’t really comprehend the 
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vastness of the universe and understand why things are the way they are. I sort of 

decided that I’m not going to try to figure that out anymore, because it’s beyond, 

you know, there are a few people like Isaac Newton and Albert Einstein and 

Charles Darwin who were geniuses, Da Vinci is another one. But I think the 

average person like me, it’s beyond us, it’s beyond our ability to understand. 

Trying to understand complex matters using words, which is the way we think, is 

a dead-end game because words are concepts, and their concepts are limited by 

our understanding of things. So, by definition we’re working with limited 

concepts of, I don’t think we’re going to get any answers that way. I think the 

only way we can feel what’s happening, and appreciate what’s happening on a 

more visceral or heart-centered way, is through deep contemplation. So, that’s a 

change from where I was in the past, my thinking. I will continue to practice 

meditation in the way I just described. 

Textural-Structural Description 

 Robert’s transforming experiences focused on care, rage, and seeking. As a 

middle-aged man facing a complete corporate turnaround in goals and focus, struggling 

to deal with the bureaucracy of his own managerial success, Robert became angry 

because he felt that his work was promoting a corporate vision that he no longer believed 

in. His whole adult life has been focused on helping less fortunate people improve their 

lives. He did that as a civil rights activist and he did it when working with the Peace 

Corps and Job Corps as an internal consulting engineer. He called himself a “do-gooder.” 

When he saw those values being compromised by the change in a company he really 

liked and had worked in for 20 years, he got angry and decided to make a fairly radical 

change himself to becoming a farmer. Robert had support from his meditation group and 

his wife and had a clear vision about starting a working farm. When that didn’t work out, 

he didn’t give up; he went back to what he had enjoyed, working with people as a 

consulting engineer, and looked for and found a way to help them by becoming a college 

teacher and consultant.  
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Robert learned through the years of his meditation that other people have many of 

the same problems that he’s struggled with. He said he is more forgiving and had more 

sympathy for them. He also said that he didn’t get discouraged or depressed as easily as 

he did in the past, and this result was because of his meditation practice. In addition, he 

thought that his practice of going deep in meditation helped him stop analyzing 

everything intellectually. He said that some of the big questions of life don’t seem so 

important anymore and that it’s more important to “enjoy every day.” Rather than try to 

analyze life with his mind, he tried to feel the “cosmic energy” of life through the heart. 

He thought it gave him perspective and made him a kinder person. 

Robert’s current transforming experience, which was ongoing, was to learn to 

care for himself and his failing health so that he could live a good long time. He wanted 

to be a positive role model in the aging process for his family. He wanted them to 

understand that old age and even ill health don’t have to make a person miserable and 

frustrated. To do that, he was concentrating on trying to accept the changes in his body, 

the limitations of his strength, and even the changes in his own mental processes. He 

intended on being productive, as he wanted to write a book, was still somewhat involved 

in local politics, met with his meditation group regularly, kept up with current events, and 

continued to offer his home and farm as a place for family and friends to gather to 

celebrate or to rest from their cares. 

David 

David is a retired psychologist who has been practicing insight meditation for 

over 30 years. He got interested in it in early middle age and had been with the same 

meditation group for more than 15 years. His focus in life was twofold. He concentrated 
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on being of service to others, which included his clients when he was working, his friends 

and family, and even strangers he happened to meet. He was currently trying to care for a 

family member who was struggling with ill health. His other focus was on doing things 

well; he really thought that the quality of effort and result were very important. He 

described his general feeling about meditation: 

There are many forms of meditation and many things work for different people, or 

many people have many things that they want for meditation or expect for 

meditation. . . . I think the greatest benefit of meditation is to be able to use the 

mindfulness aspect of it. 

David explained how he focused less on sitting meditation than he had in the past 

and tried to bring a meditative element to any event that happened to come up:  

I went through a period of time when I was doing a lot of very regular meditation, 

you know the quiet, sitting type of meditation. . . . I do that periodically, you 

know three or four times a week at best. And you know, the more I try to use you 

know mindfulness as just an ongoing tool, and you know watching myself, if I 

getting irritated and not something to pay attention to that, and try it you know to 

understand why I’m getting irritated or getting anxious thoughts to look at that, 

and usually it’s pretty easy to let go of thoughts about, you know what might 

happen. 

David experienced many transforming events, but the ones that followed his 

meditation practice included learning to perform music in public, deliberately trying to 

see life as it is and letting go of what he thinks it should be, and gaining a sense of power 

by learning how to choose to react to events. This last change had helped him care for his 

wife and not be angry because her poor life choices have caused her current health issues. 

David’s focus was always on service to others, especially to the children he 

counseled as part of his job as a school counselor, but also to his own children. He 

eventually raised two of his grandchildren. He now took care of his wife, who was 

struggling with dementia. His other focus was on doing things well, i.e., quality. His SOI 
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score was a 4. He was solidly individualistic in his outlook, very independent, and sure 

that his way was the best way with only the occasional step outside of that to embrace a 

wholly different point of view. 

The essence of David’s self-transforming experience with meditation had 

strengthened his caregiving instincts, removed a lot of the anger that he felt towards his 

wife, and alleviated a lot of the anxiety that he felt when younger, which had made him 

want to control everything and everyone around him. 

Textural Description 

In David’s early life, he described himself as very shy and not very willing to talk 

to people. Over time, as he matured in his career as a psychologist, he learned to relax 

and not be so anxious. This was aided by his practice of meditation but even more 

important was learning to perform music in public. For most of his life, he played an 

instrument and sang to himself, but it was only after practicing meditation for several 

years that he felt relaxed enough to share his music with others. He said: 

I’m finally getting to the point where I’m not so anxious about performing in 

public. As I get older, my memory for lyrics is sometimes, things that I thought I 

knew really well or that I do, and sometimes a verse will slip away and then I’ve 

gotten to the point where if that happens I can just, you know, accept it and 

recognize that most people don’t even know the difference and can sometimes 

even make up something to fill in. 

He even wrote his own music or sometimes rewrote another person’s song and 

then performed the songs for groups of people, which is not something he would have 

done as a younger and much shyer person. He elaborated by saying: 

I’ll take songs that I liked that other people have written and you know totally 

rearrange them to you know what’s in the way I feel about this song, and in some 

cases rewrite the lyrics. I’ll keep parts that I like and rewrite the lyrics to make 
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them more meaningful for me. So you know music’s, it’s a, not a static form of 

art. It’s not like when you do a painting and it’s there the same way all the time; 

it’s evolving. 

Furthermore, he stated that “I feel like I’ve become a lot more relaxed performer and able 

to kind of go with the flow of things and you know that people enjoy it.” 

 David’s most dramatic transforming experience came as a result of the long-term 

practice of meditation. He became convinced that it was really important to understand 

life as it is, not as he might wish it to be. He said that “I look at it primarily as a way of 

transforming experience and as a way of seeing life as it is, then you know trying to cut 

through my fantasies about what it is and what it should be.” He pointed out that this has 

lessened his anxiety and has helped him relax, although he also admitted that as he’s 

gotten older, punctuality has become more important than ever before. It’s one of the few 

things that will raise his blood pressure so he tries not to be late for anything. 

 Another transforming experience related to how David viewed life. In the past, he 

viewed life as controllable, provided that one worked hard enough and managed every 

event and person. He was the eldest child in a large family of children and had a lot of 

responsibility growing up, which might explain the source of his views. But this 

viewpoint that life can absolutely be controlled caused a lot of turmoil in his personal life, 

increased the pressure he was putting on himself at work trying to help people in 

dysfunctional families, and generally increased the anxiety that he had suffered from 

most of his life. He said, “I was doing meditation early on and I think that one of the 

things that, early on, that helped was getting the sense that we don’t control everything, 

that lots of what happens is just random.” It doesn’t mean that he totally stopped trying to 

control everything, but this tendency had lessened. He stated that “so much of what we 



 

133 

experience is just totally random and what we make of it is, you know, where our locus 

of control exists.” 

 David described how he changed how he reacts to events and stated that “my 

sense of the greatest benefit of meditation is that it enables us to make a transforming 

experience in ourselves. We can transform how we react to things; we can become you 

know less automatically reactive and, and how we behave, we can catch ourselves.” He 

said that his family suffered from too much anger and from alcoholism and that each of 

these has in the past made his life very difficult. He said meditation helped “in terms of 

dealing with you know a whole range of emotions and . . . not being as anxious about 

things and having a better grip on anger, [pause] patience to some degree.” He indicated 

he was not as reactive as he used to be and that gave him time to make a thoughtful 

decision that worked better for him than the more reactive and snap decisions that he was 

accustomed to making in the past. 

Structural Description 

David’s affective style (Davidson, Scherer, & Goldsmith, 2003, p. xiii) changed 

as his sense of self and self-confidence grew and his shyness began to disappear. He 

became much more relaxed and less fearful of life in general and particularly when 

performing music in public. He said that he saw music as a form of meditation: 

It’s been a good run and you know the degree that music became important in my 

life and performance and that was a big change from before that you know I feel 

like’s been a very positive outlet. Music is definitely a form of meditation, or can 

be. 
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In any list of the top 10 fears people have, a fear of speaking in public is often at the top 

or very close. How much more frightening must it be for a shy person to perform a piece 

of music in public? David conquered that fear. 

 In many ways, one of the greatest transforming experiences for David was the 

shift between thinking about how life, and the people within it, is controllable to the idea 

that much of life is random and out of one’s control. This change allowed him to relax 

and become less anxious, because he believed that what we make of our lives is how we 

control it and, as a result, he is much less reactive. He commented: “I got my buttons and 

it’s easy to get caught up in things, but I can usually you know detach pretty quickly too.” 

When asked if he thought meditation taught him to detach, he responded, “I don’t think 

it’s taught me; I think what it’s done is enabled me.” 

He’s learned not to take things too personally and not to be too attached to what 

happened and the results of what happened. He was no longer locked within his own 

reactions. He could stop, slow down, identify what was upsetting him, and then decide 

upon his response. This was a change in temperament, and he believed it helped him deal 

with negative events better, to understand and support his family as a whole, and to be 

more patient with his wife in particular. 

Textural-Structural Description 

David’s transforming experiences were focused on care, rage, and fear. As a 

psychologist, he made a career helping dysfunctional families, with particular emphasis 

on the lives of children. He said that he never thought he’d stay in the same job for as 

many years as he did, but it was a reflection of how much he enjoyed it once he began to 

relax and when he had other psychologists to interact with. That’s a benefit from two 
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sources, the end of his isolation as a lone psychologist and his starting to meditate with 

the group he currently has. Care was further evidenced by his care of his wife, who was 

suffering as the result of poor life choices. At the beginning, when she was showing some 

of the initial signs of mental decline, David was angry, sad, resentful, and occasionally 

impatient, but he deliberately tried to change how he was responding to her illness so as 

to make her life a little easier. That was one of his major goals in life, to make the life of 

his wife easier until the end of it. 

David admitted that “it’s a family that’s had you know a fair amount of anger 

issues” over the years due to family struggles as a result of his divorce and his current 

wife’s first marriage. He said he used to get mad and smash things, particularly if any of 

the children were trying to take advantage of his wife, and sometimes his wife would get 

very angry with him for trying to control her. The children now knew not to take 

advantage and he no longer tried to control his wife. He tried to help her with her illness 

but she remained an active participant in her own care. He protected her but he didn’t 

control her, and that made it much easier for both of them. It would make her decline 

easier to deal with, and there would be less emotional upheaval if they were not fighting 

with each other. This shift in behavior he attributed to his long-term meditation practice. 

Finally, David suffered from anxiety most of his life. He had social anxiety from 

the time he was a child. He manifested it primarily by trying to control everything around 

him in an attempt to create some place of safety. But there are two big problems with 

living a life with such an attention to safety. First, it is exhausting to maintain, and 

second, many people, especially adults, don’t like to be controlled. It can be stifling and 

frustrating and often they will just leave the relationship in order to escape. When David 
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began to study meditation, he came to believe that life is random, that many of its events 

are completely unknowable and uncontrollable, but that how one responds to those events 

was within control. As a result, he began to relax, and much of his anxiety left him. He 

looked at life events with an entirely new viewpoint—one of curiosity, patience, and 

acceptance. The only anxiety he had left was a newfound desire to be punctual, and that 

was mostly a desire not to waste other people’s time, which was further evidence of his 

caregiving nature. 

Kate 

Kate is a teacher of Buddhist principles and former leader of meditation centers as 

well as an attorney. She is also a former member of a large Buddhist community in 

another country. She came back to the United States to help an aging parent and because 

she divorced her third husband. Her experience of meditation was almost 40 years long 

and she had been practicing Buddhism for her entire adult life. She had become 

disillusioned with Christianity in her late teens and started looking around for spiritual 

guidance. Her primary focus in life has been a search for a spiritual home that doesn’t 

entail having to accept hypocrisy. 

Kate tried meditating using a book and was struggling with that process when a 

friend told her about a Tibetan teacher who had a center in Colorado. She explained: 

He said something like, well, this university, it’s founded by this Tibetan 

Buddhist teacher, who says that you don’t need to keep running around looking 

for answers outside yourself, you can just stop and sit down and observe your 

own mind. I thought: That’s it. Why didn’t anyone else ever tell me this in my 

whole life? It’s so obvious. 
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This teacher, Chögyam Trungpa, is noted for bringing Tibetan Buddhism to 

Western countries, and this is the tradition that Kate has been following. She said that it 

took her several months to become accustomed to meditation and that retreats were very 

helpful in allowing her to relax into the process, as the staff at the centers was supportive. 

She learned and she grew to lead retreats herself. She felt that one of the most significant 

was her first month-long retreat. She commented, “Because you sit with your own mind 

day-in, day-out, so you really start to wear out some of the mindless, habitual patterns 

and chain-reactions and things, you could start to see some things and you have a lot of 

support.”  

 Kate had been practicing meditation for a very long time and had an eventful life. 

Of all of the transforming experiences she experienced, three were the most significant to 

this study. The first, and more generalized experience, was in becoming less self-

conscious and learning to speak in public. The second was how retreats affected the 

chronic fatigue syndrome she had suffered with for years. And the third was how she 

used the pain of divorce to inspire her to write a book about Buddhism. 

 Kate’s focus in life since she was a young child was a search for a spiritual home. 

She was running away from religious hypocrisy, but during her life, she had walked out 

of three bad marriages. Now she was standing on her own. Her SOI score was 3/4. She 

was not totally dependent upon what others thought of her; she was beginning to become 

independent of that need for approval and acceptance. However, some of the time she 

still looked for acceptance from others. 

 The essence of Kate’s self-transforming experience with meditation was that it is 

self-revealing. She was learning that she is a lot stronger emotionally and physically than 
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she thought she was and that she can stand alone. Even though her divorce was painful, 

she was using that event as an opportunity for exploration and creativity. She accepted it 

as part of her life right now but understood that it was not all of her life. The pain of her 

divorce didn’t define her as a human being; she felt that she was more than that.  

Textural Description 

The first transforming experience was probably also the slowest, as it occurred 

over decades of living and meditating. Kate said of herself: 

When I was younger, I was very foggy and didn’t have much confidence at all 

and I couldn’t speak in front of people, and I was just incredibly shy. And I think 

I mentioned, I’d also been like severely bullied by my older sister, so I had very 

little self-worth or confidence and very, very cloudy in my mind, like I always did 

really well in school because I thought I had to be as good as she was and stuff 

but, so I was very successful in a very outer way but internally I was just kind of 

this, this cloudy, vague mess. 

She said she was afraid of looking stupid in front of people even though she had 

earned a couple of degrees at very good schools and started practicing law. But she 

“pushed through that at some point” and began to feel more comfortable leading people. 

She said she gained more of a sense of humor about herself and began to believe that it 

was cowardly to be so afraid of what others would think about her and sometimes what 

they would say about her. 

 Kate struggled through several emotionally abusive relationships, starting with 

her sister and then proceeding through three marriages, which she attributed to her own 

unawareness of what was going on. She said of this pattern that “it’s just very deep, it’s 

not even all conscious, . . . so it takes a while for it to rise to the surface, if it does it all. 



 

139 

So, it’s pretty incredible.” When specifically asked if she understood that she was being 

abused in her marriage, she responded: 

Well, I knew it in a kind of ignorant way, you know? It’s like I just didn’t know 

what to do. It was, it’s like, women that are in an abusive relationship, who don’t 

have that, who don’t have the awareness or it can’t quite rise all the way to the 

surface in terms of what to do, or that you don’t even have a language for it or the 

words. People would occasionally say something to me and I would just reject 

them because you know it’s my marriage. So, yeah in retrospect, I am actually 

helping some other women now who are going through things, and I just feel like 

I was able to learn a lot from my difficult experiences which is incredibly helpful 

for other people. 

She used her own experiences to counsel others in a similar position and felt that it 

allowed her to help others see that a denial of abuse is really a self-denial of their own life 

force. 

 Kate’s second transforming experience occurred as she tried to learn to deal with 

chronic fatigue syndrome, which she contracted during a particularly stressful time in her 

life. She had moved across the country to help a friend who was struggling with a 

terminal illness. At the same time, she felt overwhelmed with the burden of caring for her 

children and the realization that her first marriage was failing. She’d only had the disease 

for a few months when she tried to go on a retreat. She said: 

I went to do a retreat, a group retreat. It was very intense, and, but I, you know, I 

told them that what was going on with me and they gave me a place to lie down 

during the breaks and I didn’t have to do anything but show up. And at the 

beginning of it, I couldn’t even sit up all day, and I couldn’t chant—there was a 

lot of chanting at this particular kind of retreat, and I couldn’t do that because that 

takes a lot of wind, you know. By the end of it, I was able, I was sitting up, you 

know I was like much stronger. And everybody was amazed because it was, and 

that’s one of the most direct experiences I’ve had of the effect of meditation 

practice on my physical health or feeling, so I know I’ve had others, but that one 

was just amazing. 
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Eventually, she learned to cope with the periodic nature of the illness but initially it was 

quite debilitating and she decided to move back home to be near her family so that she 

could get some help. 

 Finally, the latest of Kate’s transforming experience was what she had done to 

help herself get over a third divorce, a move back home from another country, and 

becoming the chief caretaker of her mother. She wrote a book about Buddhism with 

meditation practices and it has been published. She described the book as  

my sort of personal investigation of that balance between the authenticity of the 

meditation tradition and making, and making it accessible, which can go too far 

and it loses its authenticity. So, it’s important that it’s accessible, and there’s a 

balance that’s important there, and that’s kind of what I’ve been exploring the last 

year and a half since I’ve been here. 

She called this time in her life “rough” and disorienting because of all the changes, but at 

the same time “pregnant,” and she was searching for what she wanted to do in the next 

stage. 

Structural Description 

Kate’s affective style (Davidson, Scherer, & Goldsmith, 2003, p. xiii) changed 

fairly dramatically even to the point of a temperament change. She learned to speak in 

front of people without fear. She gained confidence and became more socially 

forthcoming and much more self-aware. She was no longer the “cloudy” person she 

considered herself when she was young. She said she is and she is not the same person. 

I am not the same person now. I’m the same person in the sense of being, I was 

always a very spiritual person even as a child and like overly empathetic, which I 

think I still would say I am in a certain way. So, it’s just kind of mystical, like I 

feel like yes, I’m the same person but my, the strength within me was very 

subjugated and covered over, so I had to go on this whole journey. 
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She also discussed meditation: 

I know this about meditation, so yeah it’s about not losing, not totally beating 

myself up about all of that so that I can appreciate my own patterns and, in the 

patterns of my parents and so on and not blame them either, and going back and 

back. So, it’s kind of being able to see that through my own meditation practice, 

which is pretty, I mean it’s been very intense all these years, and helps me a lot to 

just have more perspective like a bigger picture than just being, thinking that I am 

my thoughts, and I am all of that. I can see it a little more, with a little more space 

around it. 

Kate believed that meditation helped her greatly with chronic fatigue syndrome, 

which was very debilitating and limiting at the beginning. Now, she was aware of when 

an episode of it would occur. She felt it in her body and said “it’s like getting too tired or 

sometimes you can’t even tell why and I can feel it coming on like, it feels like a flu 

initially, like a sore throat. I became really good at recognizing it.” She would be out for a 

couple of weeks now, whereas in the past, she could be out for a couple of months. Now, 

she felt much stronger and her feelings had lightened and her mood improved. This she 

attributed to her meditation practice in general and retreats specifically. 

Regarding her latest transforming experience, that of turning into an author, 

Kate’s affective style changed again. She used the experience to help herself recover 

from a painful divorce and to help her search for how she wanted to spend the next few 

years of her life. She was trying to set up a new meditation community where she lived 

and was much more hopeful that she could navigate the path between staying true to her 

tradition of Buddhism while making it accessible to Americans. She didn’t like to see the 

commercialization of meditation because she believed that it trivialized the tradition that 

it came from. At the same time, she didn’t think that Buddhism had a corner on 

meditative practice and believed that most of the major religions, including Christianity, 
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Judaism, and Islam, also have meditative (deep prayer) practices and mysticism at their 

core. 

Textural-Structural Description 

Kate’s transforming experiences were focused on fear, care, and seeking. For her 

first and longest transforming experience, and for as long as she could remember, her 

sister had bullied her and made her feel less than a worthwhile person. She became shy 

and withdrawn. Slowly, over time within the meditation community, she learned to speak 

up and speak out and she became a leader in that community. She lost her shyness in 

front of strangers. However, even with a newfound willingness to be open with strangers, 

it wasn’t until she started thinking of dissolving her third marriage that she really 

understood how frightened she had been of the people whom she loved the most. Her 

model of love had been damaged as a young child, and the men she chose to marry were 

bullies, much as her sister had been. It was only when she recognized her patterns that 

she gained the strength to divorce her third husband. She decided that she didn’t want to 

live with someone who was emotionally abusive; she’d had enough of it, and she thought 

she deserved better. 

Self-care was the hallmark of Kate’s second transforming experience. Almost 

accidentally, she discovered that long retreats helped her deal with her chronic fatigue 

syndrome. They helped her deal with the physical manifestations of the disease in the 

short term and, over time, they helped her predict when new episodes were likely to 

occur so she could take preventative steps to lessen the length of the episode. She would 

always have to deal with the disease, but it didn’t rule her life anymore. She knew how to 

handle it and she gave herself permission to take care of herself. The meditation 
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definitely gave her a powerful tool to help her live with what is one of the most 

challenging of long-term illnesses. 

In what she called her latest journey, Kate was turning herself into a spokesperson 

for her branch of Buddhism and was trying to educate people to help them understand 

that mindfulness meditation is more than just a panacea to soothe a troubled spirit. She’s 

trying to get them to understand that it has a tradition, a discipline, and is a means of 

helping people become more aware of themselves. She was doing this through her 

writing and through trying out various teaching opportunities and, at the same time, she 

was trying to help other victims of emotional abuse. She wanted them to understand their 

patterns a lot sooner than she did so that they could spend more of their life aware of 

themselves and less blind to their own spirit. She said that she has been on a spiritual 

“quest” to understand her world and herself for 40 years, and she was not going to stop 

now. 

Composite 

All of the participants embarked on a self-transforming journey when they started 

studying and practicing meditation. This set of participants practiced meditation from 5 to 

40 years. They initially chose to study meditation because they were trying to fix some 

problem in their life. Collectively, they struggled with job stress, bad marriages, worse 

divorces, and/or poor health. In their struggle with their various problems, they suffered 

with three primary emotions: rage, panic at separation, and fear (Panksepp, 1998, p. 26). 

In searching for ways to avoid their problems, they tried drugs, alcohol, and sex. 

Eventually, some moved towards more positive means by going to various churches, 

doctors, or counselors while others chose exercise and yoga. Over time, they came into 
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contact with mindfulness meditation and it intrigued them. So, they studied and practiced 

various types of meditation, including MBSR, insight, and more traditional Buddhist 

forms. It offered them an opportunity to explore their own minds through a structured and 

disciplined means within a safe and supportive environment, whether it was for an 8-

week class, 30 years with the same meditation group, or within a religious community. If, 

for some reason, a particular group stopped providing that support, the participants left it 

for another or they created it for themselves. 

The participants were all struggling with fear, rage, and panic at separation 

(Panksepp, 1998, p. 26) triggered by their problems. For example, Amelia was struggling 

with fear in her relationships with other people, namely her boyfriend at the time. 

Deborah was panicking about what her life would be like once her children were grown 

and her father had died. Ursula was both angry at her husband who had left their family 

and afraid that she wouldn’t be able to raise her children without his financial support. 

Lorraine was angry at contracting diabetes; she didn’t think it was fair given her lifestyle 

since she wasn’t a typical diabetic. Robert was angry at his employer for its greed. David 

was angry at his wife for her drinking. Kate was angry with her husband’s emotional 

neglect and abuse. They were all looking for some way to live that wasn’t painful or 

frightening, some way that would bring a happier, more contented, feeling to their life. 

Over time, and in some cases over a very long time, the participants began to 

change their attitudes towards themselves and others (Davidson, Scherer, & Goldsmith, 

2003). They did this by allowing the painful emotions and feelings they felt to come to 

them in the meditation session, to feel them, and then to let them go, nonjudgmentally. 

Mindfulness meditation encouraged them to feel the pain and not just push it away, and it 
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taught them how to lessen the hold these emotions had over their lives. Into the space 

came the happier primal emotions of care and play (Panksepp, 1998, p. 26). 

This process of learning how to experience painful emotions and feelings which 

are short term and to replace them with happier emotions which are also short term 

changed how they felt deeper within. Examining painful emotions and letting them go 

created a space for happier emotions to reside. By doing this for an extended period of 

time (more than 5 years), they slowly replaced most of their painful emotions with a 

happier attitude that was more long term. Eventually, this grew into changes in affective 

style, even to the point of changes in temperament, which usually changes in adulthood 

only very slowly, if at all. The rhythm of change for all was iterative, mostly inch by 

inch, but sometimes very fast via retreats, which seemed to trigger great changes for 

some participants in a very short period of time.  

The initial self-transforming effort, that of learning mindfulness meditation, 

triggered other self-transforming behaviors. The participants sought different careers, 

different life partners, and in some cases a different country to live in. As they self-

transformed, they learned more about themselves, and eventually they reached out to 

those around them and began to focus on caring for them. Even though meditation is a 

deeply internal activity and many of the effects remain internal, such as improvements in 

mental and physical health, there is an outward side; it can stimulate caring for others.  

A common practice across all of the participants was that they strove to teach 

others, to show them that practicing meditation could make your life better and happier. 

Some already taught meditation, some wanted to teach meditation and were going to 

school, some wanted to include it in an overall health care practice or spiritual practice, 
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and some wanted to teach their family how to age gracefully or care for another who is 

going through that process. They believed that meditation is worthwhile and they wanted 

to help others. It stimulated them to seek out methods of caring. Even while looking 

inward, their focus started to become more outward towards others.  

If one were to write a statement about the essence of their experience, their actual 

experience of transforming, it might read like this: “While I’m searching for myself and 

what I want to become (moving towards life—me, awake, conscious of what I am, 

knowing), I’m caring for others and myself (helping others move towards life—loving 

and self-loving), and, in the process, I’m lessening my anger and my fear (becoming less 

consumed by these emotions that are there to protect my life and to prevent someone 

from taking it away) and am becoming braver (courageous). I learn to understand and 

trust myself” (Croswell/Casey/Boltic conversation, January 6, 2019). 
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CHAPTER 5: 

THEMATIC ANALYSIS AND INTERPRETATIONS 

This chapter describes the themes that emerged from the analysis of the 

interviews described in Chapter 4. These themes portray the self-transformation 

experience and are discussed using the findings and evidence from Chapter 4. The six 

themes that emerged answer the who, what, where, when, why, and how of their 

transformations (Table 5.1), and each theme is explored individually. Further, among all 

seven participants, these six themes represented specific patterns of new behavior 

experienced by all, as a greater self-understanding and awareness both increased and 

improved over time. Consequently, their attitudes, i.e., beliefs, preferences, 

predispositions, and intimacy with and toward change, became more positive. They 

began to move away from or let go of old values and created new and stronger values that 

were integrated and enacted by each during the self-transformation process. These themes 

of the transformation process were the areas in which they concentrated on examining 

what they valued, which resulted in changing some of their values. 

 

Table 5.1  

Human Value Creation: Themes of the Self-Transforming Process 

Themes Description 

Teaching  Who: The external result of the transformation 

Health  What: The mental and physical manifestation of the transformation 

Identity and sense of self  Why: A living transformation 

Relationships with other  

people and with God  

What: Social and spiritual transformations 

Holding environment  Where and When: The incubator for the transformation 

Emotions  How: The catalyst and energy potential of the transformation 
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Teaching (Who) 

 The importance of becoming a teacher or counselor was a theme that emerged in 

this study. It was an outcome of the self-transformation process. The participants started 

with many different careers and professions, yet they also wanted to be teachers or 

counselors. There is one exception, David, who chose counseling as a career before he 

started learning mindfulness meditation and continued with it afterwards. The other six 

participants were in business, law, medicine, and architecture prior to learning 

mindfulness meditation. Amelia, a former project manager, began studying mindfulness-

based stress reduction (MBSR) with the goal of creating a counseling practice aimed at 

helping those in the biotech industry handle their very stressful lives. She wanted to help 

them remember that they went into the biotech field to help other people. Deborah, a 

nurse, hoped to teach MBSR and create a counseling practice aimed at helping 

overworked and stressed-out medical professionals. Lorraine, a former banker, currently 

taught MBSR to adults and children at a school devoted to mindfulness meditation. 

Ursula, a former architect, taught at a local community college and was studying to be a 

spiritual counselor. Robert, a former engineer, was a retired consultant and college 

professor. Kate, a former lawyer, had been leading and teaching meditation for more than 

20 years in a Buddhist community. 

Most of the time when people learn a new skill or lifestyle that they enjoy, or one 

that seems to be helping them, they concentrate on practicing it for themselves, or 

perhaps they try to educate their family or friends about the new skill or lifestyle. In this 

study, which did not require that a participant have any particular kind of educational 

background or profession, except for practicing mindfulness meditation for more than 3 
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years, six out of seven of the participants changed their career and pursued a life of 

teaching or counseling. Three of them taught MBSR, one taught mindfulness meditation 

in the Buddhist tradition, one spent his career as a school counselor, another was a 

business consultant and college professor, and the last was both a college professor and 

spiritual counselor. With the exception of the school counselor, they all left well-paying 

jobs, went back to school and got degrees or certificates, or in Robert’s case, they were 

devoting their lives to studying all aspects of mindfulness. They expended a great deal of 

time, effort, and money because they believed so strongly that teaching was vital to their 

own lives. Amelia, Deborah, Lorraine, and Ursula focused on teaching mindfulness 

meditation as their primary career. They described this process as being transformed from 

beginner to expert mind and from student to teacher.  

Health (What) 

 All seven participants experienced an improvement in mental or physical health to 

a greater or lesser extent over their meditation practice. This too is an outcome of the 

self-transformation process. The components of this theme include (1) understanding the 

health issue through investigation of its causes and possible treatments, (2) experimenting 

with treatments over the years, and (3) settling on the best course of action.  

Two of the participants experienced a significant ability to control their chronic 

illnesses. Lorraine learned to understand and control her diabetes and dependency on 

insulin over the years of her meditation. She investigated the cause of her diabetes, tried 

various meditation methods both with and without insulin, and eventually found that she 

could lessen her need for insulin down to the point that she was stable on a single 

injection a day by practicing MBSR regularly. She now taught others how to understand 
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and then stabilize their own diabetes. Kate, who contracted chronic fatigue syndrome 

early in her adult life, accidentally discovered that prolonged retreats allowed her to 

recover faster from episodes of illness. She then took this knowledge and, over many 

years, learned to recognize the early symptoms of an oncoming episode so she could 

avoid or lessen its duration using meditation. 

 The remaining five participants experienced more mental than physical health 

improvements. Two of them learned to lessen their feelings of anxiety and shyness. They 

became more outgoing and social. This was particularly true for David, who suffered 

greatly from shyness and feelings of isolation. He became more comfortable and less 

self-conscious, which he attributed to mindfulness meditation. Also, Deborah, who had 

spent most of her life avoiding normal negative emotions by pushing them away and 

refusing to feel them, wanted to “grieve thoroughly” when her father died. She went 

looking for grief counseling and tried to immerse herself in that process so that she could 

experience the pain and eventually let it go rather than just trying to avoid it. Meditation 

helped her feel more comfortable with her own emotions in general and painful emotions 

in particular. 

 Amelia probably had the most dramatic improvement in her mental health. Before 

learning mindfulness meditation, she had been diagnosed with depression and had been 

treated for it with partial success. She had also tried self-medication with alcohol and 

drugs to deal with the mood shifts of that disease but to no avail. The only reliable relief 

that she found came after she started meditating regularly. She said she was slowly able 

to come out of the depression, leave a toxic relationship, change her job, go back to 

school, and explore her dream of teaching meditation to others. Now she was in school, 
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happily married to a kind and loving person, and looking forward to the future with great 

anticipation. She was not anxious, sad, and withdrawn anymore. 

Identity and Sense of Self (Why) 

 Identity and a change in how an individual felt about himself or herself was 

another theme that emerged and characterized the self-transformation process. The 

participants learned to be more themselves as they learned to see themselves. At the 

beginning of their meditation practice, the participants did not feel that they knew 

themselves very well but felt that practicing meditation allowed them to explore 

themselves. They learned to accept their strengths and weaknesses. They experienced 

feelings of growth internally that they later translated into external manifestations of 

growth, such as significant career changes, moving to other countries, and going back to 

school. 

Ursula, for example, following a traumatic divorce and left with nothing but an 

old house, a lot of children to raise, and very little money, not only went back into the job 

market, often working two jobs, but also went back to school so that she could pursue her 

dream of building a school for artists. Just after her divorce, she decided that she 

wouldn’t go on welfare and end up in a “trailer.” She felt it was up to her to make sure 

her family survived this trauma because her ex-husband wasn’t interested in any of them. 

The vision that she had of herself and her children was that they were going to make it 

and that just because her husband didn’t want them anymore didn’t mean that they were 

unworthy or unlovable. She tried a variety of means to keep herself and her family afloat 

and she never gave up hope that they would succeed. In that process, she said she went 

from being a person who had no opinions of her own and who adjusted to everyone else’s 
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opinions to being an independently thinking or more mindful human being with her own 

goals and her own vision, both for herself and her family. She stopped seeing herself as 

an abandoned wife and mother and instead described herself as being the matriarch of a 

large and successful group of fairly happy adults.  

As mentioned above in the discussion on improvements in health, Amelia made a 

significant change in how she manifested her identity, but first she changed how she felt 

about herself. For her, the most significant change came about when she began to feel 

that she was “enough.” She felt healthy enough, smart enough, pretty enough, capable 

enough, all the “enoughs” that she struggled to attain and then maintain internally. She 

expressed that the feeling of enough was a catalyst for all the other changes that she 

subsequently made to her life in her career, her education, and her personal relationships. 

Another participant, Robert, who had lived a long and varied life and had 

practiced meditation for more than 40 years, made several significant changes in his 

career and personal life. He was someone who was active in the civil rights movement of 

the 1960s and went to work for a commercial company in the 1970s that embraced those 

values. When the company changed its behaviors and became more concerned with profit 

than ethics, Robert became disillusioned with his employer. He felt that it no longer 

represented the values that had originally attracted him. After a lot of thought, he left to 

become a farmer. He bought a farm and tried to make a living growing flowers for the 

retail market. He said he enjoyed it but it wasn’t very financially stable or even 

sustainable. When that didn’t work out, he became an academic and consultant, which 

served him well for many years until he retired. With this change, he went back to 

helping people economically, socially, and politically, as he had done as a young man, 
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and he said this fit how he wanted to spend his life. Now that he was no longer working 

and was quite advanced in age, he said he wanted to be an example to his friends and 

family of trying to age gracefully by observing and accepting the changes in his own 

aging mind and body. By doing so, he felt he was able to demonstrate that getting old is 

not a tragedy but a transition. 

Relationships with People and with God (What) 

 A theme that emerged across participants was the importance of relationships and 

how these relationships were an integral part of their transformation process, both 

socially and spiritually. As mentioned before, humans require each other to function 

normally. Participants emphasized the importance of their relationships and spoke about 

the significant time and energy they spent in thinking about them and tending to them. 

They did not take their relationships for granted. On the contrary, they all talked about 

how grateful they were for having them, even the difficult ones. This focus on 

relationships was part of and an outcome of the self-transformation process. 

For example, Amelia viewed work conflict as an opportunity to express loving 

acceptance. David felt that the failing mental health of his spouse was his chance to step 

up and care for the person who spent so much time caring for him and their family. 

Deborah accepted her empty nest and was refocusing her attention on her husband and 

their future. Lorraine understood her mother’s dysfunction and no longer felt that she 

couldn’t love someone “who is so manipulative and narcissistic”; instead, she learned to 

love from a safe distance. Ursula began to let go of the hatred she felt for her ex-husband, 

so that it didn’t upset her when some of her children went to his funeral. 
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In addition, all of the participants had a sense of spirituality expressed 

traditionally via organized religion or through their meditation practice. They all felt that 

their spirituality was an essential component of the self-transformation process and was 

enhanced and supported through their meditation practice. Six practiced some form of 

traditional religion. Amelia called herself a Christian-Buddhist. Kate spent most of her 

life in a Buddhist religious community. Lorraine got a degree in Buddhism from a 

university. Robert entered a Catholic seminary for a short while, left it, but continued to 

study comparative religions and developed expertise in that area. Ursula experienced a 

“born again” episode with a visit from God as a young woman and 30 years later was 

studying to become a spiritual counselor. Finally, Deborah, a former missionary, was 

going to various Christian churches looking for a “home where they’ll miss me if I don’t 

show up.” The remaining participant, David, seemed to express his spirituality through 

his meditation practice and his musical concerts, which were very important to him. They 

were an expression of his improvisational compositions or creativity and seemed to be 

sort of like secular hymns. 

Holding Environment (Where and When) 

A holding environment is defined as a supportive environment similar to a mother 

holding an infant (Winnicott, 1965). This environment serves three functions: “It must 

hold on. It must let go. And it must stick around so that it can be reintegrated” (Kegan, 

1982, Kindle Locations 2069-2070). In other words, the environment allows meditators 

to hold onto their current self while they explore their own mind as they are learning to 

meditate. During this exploration, it serves as a home base that is always there for the 

meditator to go back to. It allows whatever transformation that occurs to be reintegrated 
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into the original self of the meditator, and it promotes the emergence of a new self that is 

transformed. It is the incubator of transformation, which means it’s a safe place from 

which to change and grow and is an integral part of the self-transformation process.  

Four of the seven participants experienced this supportive environment via an 

MBSR class, two via an insight meditation group, and one through a more traditional 

Buddhist community (Appendix F). Furthermore, in each case, the holding environment 

proved to be the “where” and the “when” that allowed the participants to explore other 

new feelings and thoughts, to try them out within their own minds without fear of 

rejection or judgment from others, to choose what they were drawn to, to explore that 

outside of the meditation group, and to finally absorb and exhibit the result of this self-

transformation process later on in their lives. 

Five of the seven participants were either trained to lead meditation groups or 

were in the process of acquiring training to do so. That training can take years to 

complete, regardless of whether it is for MBSR, insight meditation, or traditional 

Buddhism. All of the participants spoke of the communal bond of the meditation group 

and how important it was to them. Those in the insight meditation community continued 

to go to their regular meditation sessions and expend a great deal of effort to do so, in 

spite of the limitations of advancing age for some of them. Many of them had attended 

the same group for more than 20 years. Those who took MBSR may have not continued 

practice with the original group from the 8 weeks of their class, but all four of them 

continued to meditate with other groups and to attend retreats. Only the traditional 

Buddhist was without a regular group of peers at the time of the interview; however, that 

participant was an instructor of mindfulness meditation and held regular classes for 
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various groups of clients. When they lead the group for the ones they are teaching, they 

are also creating a holding environment, and since they are within it, it serves as an 

incubator for them too. 

Eventually, by practicing meditation individually and communally, each 

participant seemed to be able to replicate the holding environment within their own 

minds. Meditation becomes the safe place where they are free to imagine themselves 

without judgment or imagine what they’d like to become in the future. They stop telling 

themselves that they are not good enough and start feeling a sense of self-acceptance and 

self-understanding. They begin to treat themselves as they are asked to treat others in the 

group—with openness, curiosity, respect, and without either praise or judgment. They 

begin to relate to themselves the way they relate to the others in the group. They begin to 

understand, accept, and care for themselves, and these new behaviors can be seen as a 

form of emerging self-dialogue. 

Emotions (How) 

 Strong emotions, or affect, are both the catalyst and the energy of the participants’ 

transformation (Croswell & Gajjar, 2007; Siegel, 2013). They are why the self-

transformation process started and how it continues. They are the integral part of self-

transformation. Emotions are the energy of change, and emotions are primal experiences 

felt by all animals (Panksepp, 1998, p. 26). There are what are often called negative 

emotions such as anger, fear, and panic and similarly named positive emotions such as 

lust, seeking, care, and play. But we typically call some emotions good or bad because of 

the way we are socialized to think of them or because they make us feel happy or 

uncomfortable, not because of any inherent goodness or badness. For example, anger is 
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often thought of as a bad emotion. Yet, these participants described experiencing and 

using the intensity of outrage to correct an injustice. They drew on the anger and rage 

they were feeling at times to harness the positive aspects of these emotions to battle or 

eliminate the injustice. They also discussed how if uncontrolled, rage can destroy the 

individual’s life or the life of another. Their experiences described how every form of 

affect (feeling, mood, etc.) has a positive or negative energy or neutral potential, i.e., 

ambivalence, that can be transformed by the awareness that emerges from meditation. 

Further clarification is provided in Chapter 6, as this is one of the primary findings of this 

study. 

Participants in this study referred to emotions such as anger, anxiety, and fear as 

connected with negative actions or situations, and these emotions were also described as 

the primary catalyst for change. They wanted to stop feeling these feelings exclusively, 

because they were painful, or at least to no longer feel driven by them to the exclusion of 

all other emotions. The emotions were quite strong and overwhelming in some cases, and 

participants noted that feeling them for an extended period of time exhausted them to the 

point where they sought relief. Positive emotions such as love and play were the energy 

released via the mindfulness meditation. They helped maintain the initial self-

transformation and stimulated further self-transformations. Initially, the participants built 

upon the feelings of relief and relaxation that came with the first session. This relief grew 

into a release of positive emotions, which kept them coming back to practice again and 

again and kept them practicing to this day. The participants described that as they 

practiced, they became more self-aware and more understanding and accepting of their 

emotions.  
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For example, the negative emotions that catalyzed and energized Kate were that 

she felt that her family’s religion was extremely hypocritical and that it had rejected her 

and she was hurt. Robert’s seminary experience was disillusioning and disappointing and 

he was frustrated. David was frightened and isolated by his job. Amelia was exhausted by 

her job and her personal life. Lorraine was alarmed and angry by her diabetes diagnosis. 

Deborah was frightened by the future given the loss of her father and the maturation of 

her children. Ursula’s life had been turned upside down by her divorce and she was 

overwhelmed with anger and fear. All of the participants were struggling with very strong 

negative emotions, which were painful to feel, and were actively seeking relief when they 

came into contact with mindfulness meditation. Whether they found mindfulness 

meditation through an introduction by friends or were introduced to it via yoga, all of the 

participants were encouraged by the initial feelings of relief as they learned and 

continued to practice, both individually and in a group setting. For instance, in speaking 

about her experience as an instructor in MBSR, Lorraine said she would tell students, 

“Keep coming back, and if nothing else, then for 1 hour a week, you’ll feel good.” That’s 

why the participants continued the meditation practice at the beginning when it was 

difficult to learn and they didn’t feel like they were doing it right: meditation allowed 

them to feel good for at least an hour when they had been feeling so badly. 

Over time, as they learned mindfulness meditation and began to practice it 

regularly, the participants’ feelings changed from feeling just relief, to feeling good, and 

then to feeling content. They described these changes as part of the process of self-

transformation. It wasn’t all at once, although occasionally participants would describe 

how a retreat seemed to fast track their emotions to a more self-revelatory and contented 
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place. Generally, it was a gradual process. As they began to relax or let go from feeling 

the constriction of pain, they described how their minds opened up to different thoughts, 

ideas, and feelings, some of which grew into plans and subsequent actions and behaviors 

that further transformed their lives. Those feelings fed their other self-transformations. 

Amelia described how she felt so loved and supported at one retreat that she was able to 

let go of some very painful and traumatic events in her life. That changed how she 

viewed herself, which subsequently caused her to change how she was going to live her 

life. Kate accidentally found out that long retreats seemed to shorten the length of her 

chronic fatigue episodes, which relieved her from spending so much of her time really 

feeling sick. Lorraine used meditation as a means of lessening her dependency upon 

insulin, the need for which made her angry and depressed, and learning meditation 

allowed her to change her career and move forward to enact a more meaningful life. 

Meditation seemed to calm Ursula’s mind down sufficiently so that she was able to work 

very hard and raise her broken family and still build her dream careers, first to start a 

school of artists and then to become a spiritual counselor. She didn’t stay trapped in 

painful feelings about her ex-husband. Over time, meditation encouraged the participants 

to understand, feel, and then let go of the negative emotions, as positive emotions began 

to arise as they became their new selves.  

Summary 

Our emerging understandings of mindfulness meditation, mind as process, self-

transforming change, and the role of affect in learning, when seen as self-transforming 

change or self-creation (defined as autopoiesis as a biological construct by Maturana and 

Varela, 1980), are more and more beginning to reveal patterns of a unifying, holistic 
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process reality. Further, the focus of this chapter’s thematic analysis, when coupled with 

this study’s overall focus on the experience of self-transforming change, revealed the 

nature of nondual, immaterial, and intentional living systems and the subtle nature of 

mind evident well beyond the nonintentionality of only objectivity (Searle, 2004, p. 79). 

These self-creating processes operate at a higher level and well beyond the conventional 

reductionist, determinist, materialist, and dualistic philosophies of normal science. The 

findings and conclusions are discussed and interpreted in relationship with the relevant 

literature in Chapter 6. 

 

  



 

161 

CHAPTER 6: 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Overview 

The purpose of this study was to describe the essence of the self-transforming 

change process with a special focus on the role of affect as experienced by the 

participants. The context for the study was the long-term practice of mindfulness 

meditation. The participants chose to learn mindfulness meditation through a variety of 

methods: mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR), insight meditation, and traditional 

Buddhist studies, and subsequently practiced it for longer than 3 years. One research 

question with one subquestion guided the study: What is the essence of a participant’s 

experience of self-transforming change? And what is the role of affect in the change? 

Three primary findings are presented in this chapter (Table 6.1), followed by four 

conclusions. Each is discussed in reference to the literature. In this discussion and 

interpretation, it is vital to understand that the quality of affect is experienced by its 

valence or energy potential, whether positive or productive/creative potential, negative or 

destructive potential, or neutral or ambivalenced potential, meaning conflict between 

positive and negative valence carriers (Varela & Depraz, 2004). Affect, when viewed as 

the potential energy of self-transforming change of mind (Siegel, 2017) or energy that 

transforms behavior through mindful experiences (Croswell & Gajjar, 2007), is a 

constitutive, core component of mind or mindfulness. It operates in nondual, mutually 

inseparable reciprocity with information flow, which is both embodied within and 

embedded in relationships between self and other. This mutually inseparable reciprocity 

generates emerging meaning (see Figure 2.2, p. 60). 
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Table 6.1  

Findings of Self-Transforming Change 

Findings At the beginning 

During the  

self-transformation process 

New self in this  

present moment 

Role of affect Painful emotions 

can be a catalyst 

for change 

All emotions, as part of the 

essence of creativity, are the 

energy for change to the new self 

Change in 

underlying 

temperament 

Pace of change Iterative and 

gradual 

Rapid during retreats Still changing  

Creating a more 

meaningful life 

Deciding what is 

valuable 

Resulting in changed life goals Concentrating on 

loving relationships 

 

Discussion and Interpretation of Findings 

The essence of self-transforming change centers on moving from the use of 

negative or neutral affect to the positive potential of affect. The quality of affect is 

described by its valence—positive, negative, or neutral—and affect, when viewed as a 

verb, is a process that is neither static nor solely objective in nature. Affect then is a 

constitutive component of our understanding of reality or ontology. 

Role of Affect in Self-Transforming Change 

 The first finding is that emotion or affect is the essence of self-transforming 

change and was both the catalyst for and the energy of the self-transformation process. 

Affect is defined as an experience of feeling or emotion divided into six types, with 

intensity moving from high to low and duration moving from short to long: from 

emotion, feeling, mood, attitude, and affective style to temperament (Davidson, Scherer, 

& Goldsmith, 2003). The catalyst for self-transformation was painful or negative 

emotions that the participants wanted to alleviate, and they believed that learning 

mindfulness meditation might help them do that. Once the participants began to feel some 

relief from those painful or negative emotions and they began to feel better or more 
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positive, those more pleasant moods and attitudes energized them to keep them moving 

forward towards being better meditators.  

The following illustrates how the participants experienced their primal emotions 

and how they changed. Primary emotional systems are the biological building blocks of 

all affectivity and “include lust, care, play, rage, seeking, panic at separation, and fear” 

(Panksepp, 1998; italics added). From this point forward, those seven forms of primal 

emotions are in italics to identify them as Panksepp’s primal emotions drawn from 

affective neuroscience.  

For the participants, it all started with seeking relief from the potential negative 

energy of rage, panic at separation, and fear (Panksepp, 1998, p. 26). Each and every 

one of the participants experienced one or more of these negative affects when they first 

learned about mindfulness meditation. The primal emotions they were suffering from had 

become engrained and were no longer just transitory feelings but rather had become a 

part of their everyday life. They had grown to become moods and attitudes and even part 

of their temperament. The participants were seeking some way to alleviate them when 

they decided to learn mindfulness meditation, to lessen these emotions and their impact, 

influence, or effect on their lives or to just learn to live with them because they were 

seemingly inescapable. Many of the reasons for their suffering were serious. They 

included deep disappointment with their company’s behavior in one case or in their 

religion’s hypocrisy in another. Two were looking for a way (seeking) to live more 

comfortably with severe chronic physical illnesses. Two others were looking for a way to 

live with the toxic relationships (fear, care) that had beaten them down for years. And 

one was attempting to come to terms with the death (panic at separation/loss) of her first 
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close relative. In each case, the participants were deeply unhappy, and some were 

experiencing almost constant emotional pain. So, they began searching (seeking) for 

some way to end that pain, searching (seeking) for something that would make them feel 

a little better.  

The participants, at the most basic level, found that mindfulness meditation 

offered them relief from the pain of negative energy of rage, panic at separation (loss), 

and fear. As they learned how to meditate, and in the safe holding environment of the 

meditation class, the strong, negative, primal emotions began to lessen and, in their place 

came the strong, positive, primal emotions of care, play, and seeking. Mindfulness 

meditation initially offered the participants temporary relief from fear, anger, and panic 

at separation, and as time went on and with each new session, that relief became stronger 

and more generalized. Eventually, the positive energy of emotions moved into the 

forefront and into the space where the negative emotions had once been dominant. Those 

positive emotions helped the participants make decisions to transform their lives in new 

directions. So, the negative emotions started them meditating, but it was the positive 

emotions that helped them change their lives. Both were necessary and are essentially 

nondual in nature.  

Without the negative emotions, perhaps the participants would never have learned 

mindfulness meditation, and then they might not have experienced its ability to unleash 

the creative potential of emotions that helped them change their lives in new and positive 

directions. That is certainly the belief of Walinga and Harris (2016) and is what they 

found in their study of transformative learning at Royal Roads University. They noted: 

Proponents of negative psychology may miss the opportunity that the negative 

emotions, such as fear, anxiety, worry, and concern offer the facilitator. At the 



 

165 

same time, they miss the opportunity to integrate positive with negative 

psychology. People protect what they love. Within their fears and anxieties lie 

their deep (and protected) values. Paradoxically, fears exist because of goals and 

values. The process of exploring competing commitments, negative emotions, or 

fears and concerns can do more than simply allow the individual to work through 

their emotions. In fact, this process may hold the key to transformation. By 

inquiring into fears, we are able to uncover deep values and goals. (Walinga & 

Harris, 2016, p. 8) 

They believed that “the power of positive emotions in driving transformational change 

may begin with the power of negative emotions and resistance” (Walinga & Harris, 2016, 

p. 9). 

The Pace of Self-Transformation 

The second finding is that the participants felt a sense of gradual internal change, 

and the pace of this change was occasionally faster in retreats. The change was self-

transformational, defined as a change that has the potential energy to change the way the 

person understands the world (Kegan, 1982), to change his or her epistemology and 

ontology. But transformation is a process, not an event, and it has a pace. In this study, it 

was evident through the experiences described in the interviews that the participants 

could feel that they were changing and growing through their meditation practice. First, 

the participants experienced relief and a sense of relaxation from their particular 

problems as they began to learn mindfulness meditation, followed by feelings of 

emerging self-awareness, where they learned something new about themselves. Then 

they changed how they actually felt about themselves and experienced a shift in 

perspective (Kegan, 1982), followed by a mental exploration (imagining) of what they’d 

like to become next, then by a change in behavior (learning) as they actually 

implemented those changes into their new selves. One could imagine a top that spins 
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back and forth and sideways, sometimes slow and sometimes fast, but always spinning 

towards a more meaningful life. It all starts with an initial shift in perspective, where they 

learned something new about themselves and their condition. This stimulated creativity in 

their lives, with a particular focus on creating or renewing their relationship with 

themselves, in addition to relationships with others.  

The process of self-transformation that the participants described was iterative 

and gradually constant for the most part, but occasionally, for some of them, it seemed 

that retreats, particularly long ones that required silence for many days, stimulated greater 

self-revelations. Perhaps it’s as one participant put it: “Because you sit with your own 

mind day-in, day-out, so you really start to wear out some of the mindless, habitual 

patterns and chain-reactions and things, you could start to see some things and you have a 

lot of support.” Or perhaps as another participant described it: “There’s nowhere to hide”; 

with nothing to keep you busy, you are forced to look at what you are and are not 

distracted by what you do.  

In the meditation sessions, whether at retreats or in their regular hourly sessions, 

the participants were taught a variety of visualization methods and disciplines, perhaps by 

practicing Tonglen (Varela & Depraz, 2003, p. 222) or one of the other techniques used 

in MBSR or insight meditation, which requires them to use their ability to visualize and 

imagine. They can use that ability to imagine because even though the body is still, as 

Varela and Depraz (2003) stated: 

The brain, being part of the organism, never ceases in its self-regulation. This 

engenders ongoing levels of activity that constantly give rise to dynamic patterns, 

even in the absence of any world input. And one of the most dramatic 

manifestations of this fact is the flowery imaginary life that manifests during 

dreaming (or less naturally when one is put into a state of sensory deprivations). 
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Ordinary perception is, to an essential degree, sensorimotor constrained 

imaginations. Imagination is central to life itself. (pp. 201-202) 

These visualizations or imagination are “designed to induce changes in one’s 

associations and emotional responses” (Varela & Depraz, 2003, p. 225) and have been 

illustrated by changes in brain imaging. The visualization begins to transform how the 

participants feel about whatever painful situation they are in. First, they must learn to 

thoroughly feel it, to stop running away or ignoring the pain, and then they learn to apply 

comfort by visualizing how they would help others who might be suffering from the same 

pain, and in this process, they get some relief. For some, in the quiet of a long retreat, 

they came to this realization quickly so the pace was fast. For most, though, much more 

meditative practice was required before they changed how they felt about their own 

painful situations, and in these cases, the pace of self-transformation was more gradual. 

All of this happened at the same time as they transformed how they thought and behaved 

(Croswell, personal communication, December 5, 2013).  

The transformation process was sometimes a revelation, as Amelia felt after a 

retreat when she no longer felt compelled to share painful memories, and as David 

mentioned in the third interview about a relationship he had many years ago. This 

suggests that the initial change in emotions which Varela described as a “shift” of the 

present moment became a change in affect, which he called a “trend,” and finally became 

a change in “mood,” which is of much longer duration (Varela, 1999, p. 132). As 

mentioned above, Davidson, Scherer, and Goldsmith (2003) divided affect along a time 

continuum into six forms from the shorter yet more intense duration of feelings to the 

ever-lengthening durations and ever lessening intensity of emotion, mood, attitude, 

affective style, and eventually temperament. Each level is a reinforcement of earlier 
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experiences, with the change becoming a deeper and more permanent part of their 

temperament (Davidson, Scherer, & Goldsmith, 2003, p. xiii).  

Furthermore, once the process of transforming is emotionally sparked (Siegel, 

2013) or triggered through the initial self-transforming exercise and emerging awareness 

as a result of learning mindfulness meditation, it seems to trigger other self-transforming 

behaviors. It seems that the self-transformation process, once started, keeps moving and 

becomes ongoing. The participants learned how to transform themselves by changing 

how they feel, think, and behave about one thing, and so they started to apply that skill to 

other situations. Eventually, this stimulated career changes, marital changes, and spiritual 

changes until there seemed to be no end to this activity. Even participants in their 70s or 

80s were still transforming significant areas of their lives through how they felt about 

themselves and how they felt about other people and what they planned to do about it. 

They talked about how and where they wanted to grow. Four of the seven were so 

encouraged and energized by this new ability that they were either teaching it to others or 

were working towards doing so via further education. They learned a new skill that they 

could apply to all areas of their life, and they were eager to share it with others. 

Kegan’s (1982) constructive-development model doesn’t discuss pace once a 

person gets to adulthood; it only mentions pace in connection to the average age of when 

children change from Stage 0 (infant) to 1 (toddler) to 2 (adolescent). Clinical evidence 

that he cited in The Evolving Self (Kegan, 1982) suggested that severe trauma can keep a 

child stuck in an early stage because there is not enough security to move to the next 

stage; i.e., the holding environment is insufficient. Torbert (1987) found that among 500 

adults, most were in Stage 3 or lower (59%) and never left it, with 40% going to Stage 4 
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and even fewer (<1%) going to Stage 5. When this study’s participants were given the 

subject-object interview, two were found to be at Stage 3 or slightly higher, and the other 

five participants were at Stage 4 or higher (Appendix H). This would seem to indicate 

that the participants of this study, who had practiced mindfulness meditation for a long 

time, were not representative of the larger group described in Torbert’s study. 

Making Life More Meaningful 

 The third finding is that the participants discovered that learning how to practice 

mindfulness meditation helped their lives become more meaningful and more valuable. 

Because the self-transformation (Kegan, 1982) that they experienced changed the way 

they viewed the world, the participants spoke of re-examining their values and making 

their lives match the new values that most strongly resonated with them and that they had 

decided to keep. They changed their lives so that what they were doing echoed what they 

believed in. The self-transformation process can be seen as human value creation and has 

been called autopoiesis or self-creating by Maturana and Varela (1980). 

One of the challenges of this study was to untangle two definitions of the subject-

object relationship (subject equals human and object equals whatever is valued) in 

reference to (1) how humans make meaning, and (2) what they value. In the first 

definition, Kegan (1982) stated that humans are driven to make meaning, and he 

described the activity as follows:  

Meaning is, in its origins, a physical activity (grasping, seeing), a social activity 

(it requires another), a survival activity (in doing it, we live). Meaning, 

understood in this way, is the primary human motion, irreducible. It cannot be 

divorced from the body, from social experience, or from the very survival of the 

organism. Meaning depends on someone who recognizes you. Not meaning, by 

definition, is utterly lonely. Well-fed, warm, and free of disease, you may still 

perish if you cannot “mean.” (Kindle Locations 572-580) 
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His constructive-development theory focuses on meaning making as the 

movement of the “subject” toward becoming the “object” with a simultaneously more 

complex understanding of the world. When one is no longer embedded in an 

epistemology (subjected to it) but can step outside of it to look at it from the outside (as if 

it were an object), then one moves from one level to the next on the helix of evolutionary 

truces (Figure 2.1). Here the definition of making meaning might be characterized as how 

individuals learn to understand the world around them and their relationship to it. And as 

they understand it better and better, they move from level to level and make life more 

meaningful. This evolving understanding seems to be primarily a cognitive activity. 

Although there is reference in Chapter 2 and above that this understanding can’t be 

separated from the body or from other people and if you can’t “mean,” you will feel 

lonely, affect doesn’t seem to be an equal partner with cognition. It’s often not 

emphasized or even discussed much in research using Kegan’s constructive-development 

model. However, an exception to this would be in Helsing’s (2018) directions for 

improving a coaching relationship. She suggested adding several psychological protocols 

that are commonly used to help people deal with painful emotions to any application of 

Kegan and Lahey’s (2009) immunity to change model. This model is a tool designed by 

Kegan to help people understand why they undo or block the changes they say they want 

and is based upon his constructive-development theory. 

In a second definition of the subject-object relationship, Makiguchi (1989) 

defined value as “an expression of the relationship between the evaluating self (subject) 

and the object of evaluation” (p. 70), and he went on to define economic, moral, 

religious, aesthetic, and legal values and how people come to create them. These 
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definitions of value imply affect because in them, the creation of emotional value, which 

is something that the subject likes, loves, or believes to be worthy about the object, in 

addition to what the subject simply understands about the object, is part of the emergence 

or creation of meaning.  

To positively value an object is to like it, to feel that it is worthwhile, to believe 

that it has consequence or benefit to the subject valuing it. This definition of value has an 

implied affective meaning (Makiguchi, 1989). At its most basic level, it is an expression 

of emotion where the subject says of being in relationship with the object ‘this feels 

good.’ This is primarily an affective activity. It is an affective awareness at a higher level 

of abstraction, but tied inextricably to Panksepp’s (1998) positive valence energy of 

emotions, like seeking, care, play, and lust, which every animal, humans included, 

express. These are the emotions that the study participants felt as they learned 

mindfulness meditation. They were able to determine what was meaningful to them, then 

they tried to create more meaning in their lives by changing their goals for the future, and 

by doing so, they tried to make their lives more valuable to themselves. Those two 

outcomes, through two definitions of the subject-object relationship, both cognitive and 

affective, led the participants to try to create meaning and build value in their lives. It 

kept them coming back to practice mindfulness meditation again and again. 

Conclusions  

 There are four conclusions from this study and each will be discussed below.  

1. The constructive-development model: Kegan’s constructive-development model 

is extended and connected to affective neuroscience within the context of 

mindfulness meditation. 
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2. The ABC’s of self-transforming change: The model proposed in Chapter 1 is 

confirmed by the experience of the participants and it tells us that all of the 

elements of the model are necessary for change, not just some of them. 

3. Mindfulness meditation and a meaningful life: Mindfulness meditation increases 

self-understanding and generates a more meaningful life. 

4. The essence of self-transformation: All affect, negative, positive, and ambivalent 

is necessary for self-transformation. 

The Constructive-Development Model 

This study extends Kegan’s (1982) constructive-development model into affective 

neuroscience within the context of mindfulness meditation. Constructive-development 

theory describes the cognitive element in the ABC’s of self-transforming change (Figure 

1.1) discussed in Chapter 1 because it includes thoughts and how they change through 

life. But one challenge is that the constructive-development theory is a very high-level, 

abstracted description of adult development and change. Its tool for measuring human 

development and change, the subject-object interview, is usually given over a period of 

decades from infancy to adulthood and beyond. Even with its 20 substages, Kegan’s 

constructive-development theory is not granular enough to explain how the mind changes 

or how the subtly and profoundly constitutive nature of transformational change can 

occur over years or over decades. It can’t explain how that change might happen over a 

1-week retreat, for instance, such as what Amelia experienced. So, given the limitations 

of time in this study, it wasn’t used to measure growth from one of Kegan’s stages to 

another (see Figure H.1). To do that, one would need to give participants the subject-
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object interview before they learned mindfulness meditation and then give it to them 

again in 5-year intervals to see if it could capture movement from one stage to the next.  

In this study, the subject-object interview was used to describe the participant’s 

stage at the time of the interviews, which is similar to what Jones and Daniel (2018) 

described in their work with fundraisers. They suggested using it to help tailor 

fundraising messages to particular individuals based upon their stage of adult 

development, while at the same recognizing that the interviewer must be cognizant of 

several ethical implications. The subject-object interview is valuable because the stages 

are well defined and researched and they help describe how the participant understands 

the world (epistemology) and reality (ontology) at a single point in time. How individuals 

understand those two things, the world and reality, has a profound effect on what they 

feel about it, and what they feel about it illustrates how they understand it. The two 

elements of cognition and affect are nondual and inextricably intertwined in each 

person’s life so that changes in one change the other. However, the constructive-

development theory doesn’t explain self-transforming change very effectively within the 

context of mindfulness meditation. It only hints at it.  

Changes in affect (emotions) and cognition (understanding) have the power to 

change the very structure of the brain neurologically, as shown by Davidson et al. (2003), 

Cayer and Baron (2006), Mercado (2008), Harung et al. (2009), Waldman et al. (2011), 

Begley and Davidson (2012), Lutz et al. (2013), Hirshberg et al. (2018), Kral et al. 

(2018), and others. These researchers have demonstrated the brain’s ability to 

functionally change its own structure through the feelings and thoughts that a person has 

over time and via the practice of mindfulness meditation. A functional change in the 
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brain, where the cells and structure of the brain changes, is called neuroplasticity 

(Mercado, 2008) and has been studied and measured in the research projects identified in 

the literature review for this study. Neuroplasticity was further defined by Algoe and 

Fredrickson (2011) as “the process wherein new emotional skills that are developed and 

practiced become reinforced by brain changes, as neurons that ‘fire together, wire 

together.’”  

The self-examination of feelings and thoughts that the participants went through 

while meditating also confirms Siegel’s model (2013, pp. 10-13) of the ESSENCE of 

creativity. He stated that the essence of creativity is affect and its changes over time. The 

model consists of four aspects: 

1. ES, Emotional spark: Honoring these important internal sensations that are 

more intense during adolescence but serve to create meaning and vitality 

through our lives. 

2. SE, Social engagement: The important connections we have with others that 

support our journeys through life with meaningful, mutually rewarding 

relationships. 

3. N, Novelty: How we seek out and create new experiences that engage us fully, 

stimulating our senses, emotions, thinking, and bodies in new and challenging 

ways. 

4. CE, Creative explorations: The conceptual thinking, abstract reasoning, and 

expanded consciousness that create a gateway to seeing the world through 

new lenses. (p. 12)  

The emotional spark is the energy of affect. The social engagement is the 

increased focus that the participants had for relationships with their family, friends, and 

God. We are driven to seek new things, which is our search for novelty. Finally, the 

creative exploration that participants went through allowed them to change their 

perspective or their epistemology. In each case, participants destroyed their old selves 

and from the rubble of that destruction created a new self and a new life that meant more 

to them than the old. 
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Despite some problems with the early studies of mindfulness meditation’s impact 

on the brain, identified by Tang et al. (2015) and Vago et al. (2018), neuroplasticity is a 

better explanation of what happens in the brain during self-transformation than 

constructive-development theory because it is the biological and cellular indicator of the 

change itself. It reflects the moment-by-moment mental process or flow of mind (Siegel, 

2017) that happens as people change what they feel and think. Neuroplasticity explains 

how human self-transformation operates and seems to confirm Siegel’s proposition that 

mind is the process that regulates the flow of energy (affect) and information (cognition) 

that is both embodied and embedded. 

One might ask: How long does the change last? Is it permanent? As to the 

duration of a transformation from negative to positive affect described in this study’s 

findings, as well as all the other transformations that each participant initiated and 

experienced, that may be a function of those participants’ continued practice of 

mindfulness meditation. For example, if a participant who is predisposed towards anxiety 

(having an emotionally colored attitude of anxiety) practices mindfulness meditation 

sufficiently so that her affective style shifts, which “refers to relatively stable dispositions 

that bias an individual toward perceiving and responding to people and objects with a 

particular emotional quality, emotional dimension, or mood” (Davidson, Scherer, & 

Goldsmith, 2003, p. xiii), then she becomes less likely to exhibit the same anxiety to a 

threatening situation than she would have before she started practicing mindfulness 

meditation. If she has done so, she has experienced a shift from an anxious outlook, 

where outlook is defined as being able to “maintain positive emotions” (Begley & 

Davidson, 2012, p. 48), to a less anxious outlook. And since a change in affective style is 
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a change in affective behavior reflective of a longer and deeper change than just a change 

in emotion or feelings, which are of shorter duration and shallower, then it would be fair 

to say that the transformation might be more likely to be permanent than fleeting.  

Yet neuroplasticity works in all directions at all times, as the brain is never still 

(Varela & Depraz, 2003). One’s brain might rewire itself in a positive direction via 

continued reinforcement of positive affect, but that same brain could rewire itself in a 

destructive direction if negative affect begins to take over and is not actively resisted. So, 

a permanent transformation from negative affect to positive affect by the meditator may 

only be as permanent as a continued practice of mindfulness meditation, the depth and 

strength of the change of affect the meditator experienced, and future life events. Several 

participants mentioned times in their lives where their practice of mindfulness meditation 

wasn’t as disciplined as it had been in the beginning, and in each of those cases, the 

realization that negative affect was beginning to come back made them re-ignite their 

practice of regular meditation. 

The ABCs of Self-Transforming Change 

The ABC’s of transforming change (see Figure 1.1 in Chapter 1; Croswell, 

personal communication, December 5, 2013) is confirmed by the findings of this study. 

The model explains the process of transformational change as a combination of changes 

in affect (A), behavior (B), and cognition (C) within a nurturing and safe environment, 

i.e., the holding environment, which is defined as a supportive environment similar to a 

mother holding an infant (Winnicott, 1965). The mindfulness meditation element was 

hypothesized as being primarily concerned with affect and how it changes and becomes 

deeper over time (Begley & Davidson, 2012). The study participants and their 
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experiences confirmed this with their descriptions of how their emotions changed over 

the course of their lives. The transformative learning element in this study was seen as the 

behavioral change as a result of learning through experience (Maturana & Varela, 1980; 

Croswell, 1996), as the study participants certainly tried and explored new things and 

practiced new behaviors as a result of their meditation practice. The self-understanding 

element was postulated to be about a change in cognition described as being a change in 

understanding how the world works (epistemology) and the nature of reality (ontology), 

and the participants certainly grew in understanding about themselves, their relationships, 

and their life situations. The holding environment was assumed to be the meditation class 

where a participant was supported and encouraged as he or she made a transformational 

change. All of the participants related feelings of safety and security when they described 

their meditation sessions, even the ones they did alone.  

Furthermore, what the participants experienced, as described by the ABC’s of 

self-transforming change, confirms that all of the elements of the model are necessary for 

self-transforming change, not just some of them. Since the constructive-development 

model by itself is a static, linear depiction of a process, and a process is by definition 

dynamic and always moving (“Process,” n.d.), the ABC’s of self-transforming change is 

a more eloquent explanation of how change occurs in the minds of the participants as it is 

happening. 

What follows is this researcher’s understanding of the self-transformation process, 

as depicted in the ABC’s of transforming change (Figure 1.1), and informed by the 

descriptions of the participants in their interviews:  
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• First, a meditation class is a holding environment that gives us safety and security 

and lessens our fear. We don’t have to use anger to keep people from hurting us. 

There is no threat here. There is no fear of separation. Our self-protective 

emotions are dormant. We relax within the group. It is where we feel safe and feel 

at home. The primal emotions of rage and fear become quiet. Furthermore, as we 

become more proficient, we are able to recreate this holding environment within 

our own minds. 

• Second, it appeals to our natural desire to belong to a group of like-minded 

people. We are a group species. We are a sharing, caring species. It releases love. 

• Third, since we are always seeking, it points us in the direction of our own mind 

and says “look, explore, find” and let go of judgment while you are doing so. It 

unleashes our curiosity and takes away the social shame that we sometimes feel 

when we look too closely at something. We are inside of our own head; who can 

see us there? Besides, everyone else in the room is doing the same thing. And as 

we seek in our own minds, we find out what and who we are. We become self-

aware and we relax within ourselves. 

• Finally, the reward comes, although small at the beginning, maybe nothing more 

than an hour’s relief from whatever mental or physical pain we were suffering 

from when we started or maybe just an hour of trying to understand ourselves, but 

it builds and builds as the meditator learns and changes more and more 

(Panksepp, 1998, p. 26). 

So, the process of self-transformation is a learning process with rewards at each 

step. We are hardwired to learn from birth, and the rewards keep us learning. Learn, try 
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(behavior shifts), reward, learn another thing, try, reward, learn another thing, try, reward, 

etc.—the process of transforming. The rewards build upon each other and encourage our 

behavior to change until one day we realize the pain has lessened, even gone away, or we 

know that it will not bother us in that way again. Furthermore, we know how to fight 

other pains that may come along. We have new skills and attitudes to help. We’re 

stronger, braver, more loving, more relaxed, less fearful. And we like living this way! We 

have transformed ourselves from what we were to what we now are in this present 

moment. And we will probably learn, if we stop meditating, that we’ll fall back 

(transforming in reverse, as described by Livesay, 2015) and the fear, rage, and panic 

will return until one day we think, “Why am I not doing that which will make my life 

better?” We go back to meditating as we learn more about ourselves, and we either accept 

our life or try to change it to something that we think will make us happy. So, this one 

decision to learn mindfulness meditation, which transforms our life, triggers other 

decisions and actions that transform our life even more.  

Mindfulness meditation enabled the participants to harness the negative emotions 

and release positive ones that are part of them so that they became the embodiment of 

creativity, love, and life itself. As the data showed, meditation encouraged and provided 

all of the participants with the freedom to feel, understand, and then let go of the 

emotions of rage, fear, and panic at separation, which allowed the positive emotions of 

care, play, and seeking to surface and then to prevail (Panksepp, 1998, p. 26). 

Mindfulness Meditation and a Meaningful Life 

 The first implication for practice is that practicing mindfulness meditation in any 

chosen tradition or discipline allows individuals to examine their current values and then 
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focus on the values that mean the most to them and change the ones that don’t. Once the 

new values are understood, they change their lives to follow them. The description of 

mindfulness meditation used in this study is “a systematic approach to developing new 

kinds of control and wisdom in our lives, based on our inner capacities for relaxation, 

paying attention, awareness, and insight” (Kabat-Zinn, 2009, p. 2). Each of the 

participants learned and practiced a method of mindfulness meditation that fit the above 

description. They practiced MBSR, insight, and Tibetan Buddhism as brought to the 

West by Chögyam Trungpa. In each discipline, participants learn and practice how to 

explore their own thoughts and feelings without judgment. That exploration eventually 

encourages the participants to examine the thoughts and feelings that are most important 

to them. They may have done this examination while meditating or before and/or after.  

The significance of mindfulness meditation is that it encourages an examination 

of important thoughts and feelings, which facilitates the emergence of meaning, which 

further leads to an understanding of the values that mean the most. It does so by 

encouraging the continual integration and reintegration of cognition and affect, constantly 

moving back and forth, and as this ‘conversation’ advances, self-awareness and insight 

increase and meaning emerges. Furthermore, one can say that the principle (not the 

process previously described) of meaning is coherence between cognition and emotion at 

a single point in time so that “I feel it meaningful and I think it meaningful now.” When 

cognition and affect are no longer seen as separate parts, they become a nonduality, and 

the subject-object dichotomy of self and other, so frequently assumed in normal science, 

disappears (Freeman, 2000; Croswell, personal communication, May 30, 2019). 
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Given that practicing mindfulness meditation enables meditators to change their 

lives, the second implication for practice is that if those who are not meditators want to 

change their lives in a meaningful fashion, then practicing mindfulness meditation while 

they are changing will help them to do so. It will help them because it encourages self-

examination of emotions, both painful and pleasant, in a safe environment, which aids in 

identifying those things that will make up a meaningful life and will support them during 

the change. For example, say a woman decides to make a major career change from being 

an accountant to becoming a teacher of accounting (e.g., a change in focus from 

managing money directly to teaching people who want to manage money). She will face 

many challenges and frustrations in this process. She will have to find the time and 

money to go to school, to learn how to teach adults, to deal with the stress of an academic 

environment, and so forth, all of which can add stress and emotional pain to the process. 

Practicing mindfulness meditation will help her by encouraging her to examine any and 

all emotions that occur during the change, nonjudgmentally. This, in turn, will help her 

confirm the new career of teaching people to learn to manage money. 

The Essence of Self-Transformation 

The essence of self-transformation is destructive and creative affect working back 

and forth until the old self is gone and the new self is created. To transform something, 

one must destroy what was and create what one wants, and the participants did just that. 

But they didn’t do this by feeling bad and then running in the opposite direction of that 

pain for a quick solace, as some had done in the past with alcohol and drugs. Within 

mindfulness meditation, they were encouraged to examine the feelings and thoughts that 

had been causing the pain. Furthermore, they were trained to examine them without 
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judgment, guilt, or recrimination, which helped limit the emotional pain they were 

feeling. It’s as if the emotional pain was a high voltage current running through them. 

Mindfulness meditation enabled them to “pull the breaker” on that current so that it was 

safe enough to take a close look at all of the implications of the situation that they found 

themselves in without getting electrocuted. Then, within the safety of that holding 

environment with the current turned off, they could examine their feelings, thoughts, and 

behavior and determine what was the most important and valuable to them. That’s what 

mindfulness meditation offers that other forms of self-transformation don’t—the 

opportunity to find the root cause of the pain and cure it without having to struggle with 

the continual trauma of the pain at the same time.  

Mindfulness meditation made it possible for the participants to perform these 

destructive and creative behaviors because it taught them how to use both positive and 

negative affect, which are the energies of transformation (Croswell & Gajjar, 2007). They 

were no longer victims of their own emotions, or anyone else’s for that matter. They 

learned to first look at their emotions without judgment, then to understand them, and 

finally to master them. That skill has encouraged, supported, and led them to create new 

lives that illustrate values that are more meaningful to them than the ones in their old 

lives (Makiguchi, 1989).  

Recommendations 

 There are many possible paths forward for research at the intersection of self-

transforming change, constructive-development theory, affective neuroscience, and 

mindfulness meditation. First, it would be interesting to compare the self-transforming 

ability of mindfulness meditation to the practice of structured prayer, such as in the 
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Christian, Muslim, Jewish, Buddhist, and Hindu traditions, to see if the results are similar 

or different. Also, does it make a difference if the meditator, or one who prays, is a lay 

person or a monk, priest, nun, mullah, rabbi, etc.? Second, as mentioned above, a long-

term study following participants for more than 3 years might elicit a deeper 

understanding of self-transforming phenomena. Third, if the participants could be 

examined via functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) at some time during the 

study, this might further illuminate the concept of neuroplasticity. Fourth, what is the 

effect of a retreat on those who practice mindfulness meditation? What do they 

experience at a subtle or very subtle level? Does a retreat accelerate self-transformation, 

as it seems to have done for several participants in this study? Fifth, it is unknown 

whether a prolonged separation from others who also practice and understand 

mindfulness meditation would limit the influence of the holding environment or perhaps 

even diminish it. A study where the meditator was isolated for a prolonged period from 

other meditators might help confirm if the primary purpose of the meditating holding 

environment is to provide a supportive multihuman space where meditators can explore 

their own mind in safety or if meditators can learn to create that environment within 

themselves and thereby become independent of the others in the group for extended 

periods of time. 

One item that is noteworthy is that the initial screening question required 

participants to have learned MBSR and practiced it for more than 3 years. About 6 

months into the study, it became obvious that limiting the mindfulness meditation method 

to MBSR was too strict. The study was opened up to those who had learned other forms 

of mindfulness meditation, including insight meditation and meditation taught by 
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Chögyam Trungpa, who is noted for bringing Tibetan Buddhism to the West. Those who 

practiced these forms of mindfulness meditation had been practicing for much longer 

than those who practiced MBSR. Some had been practicing for more than 30 years. It 

would be very interesting to create a study that compares those who have meditated 

between 3 and 5 years to those who have been meditating for longer than 20 years to see 

if there is a difference in thoughts, feelings, or behavior. 

A second item of note, and one for future research, is that this study changed the 

basic three-interview Seidman model. In the basic Seidman model, the first interview is 

designed to elicit demographic information and serves as an introduction between 

interviewer and interviewee; the second interview is designed to help the interviewee 

reveal information about the study question; and the third is designed to help the 

interviewee reflect on the second interview (Seidman, 2012). Initially, this study was 

designed with five interviews, with a focus on the SOI in the first interview session, 

demographic questions in the second interview, mindfulness meditation and self-

transformation in the third interview, reflection in the fourth interview, and an SOI 

debrief in the fifth interview. However, after some thought, it was decided that five 

interview sessions were too many for most participants, and the series was shortened to 

three sessions, resulting in the SOI as the first interview, combining Seidman’s interview 

1 and 2 together for the second interview session, and combining Seidman’s third 

interview with the SOI debrief in the third session. Seidman’s demographic questions 

weren’t skipped but were moved. This did make the second interview session longer, and 

occasionally the participant repeated information from the first interview, but nothing 

was lost. In fact, the format allowed the participant to restate some of the emotional 
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content of the SOI interview in a different manner, which had the effect of highlighting 

items of importance. Demographic information about the participant is important and 

needs to be part of the study; however, this study showed that it didn’t need to be the first 

standalone interview. The SOI served as the introduction between the researcher and 

participant in its place.  

Finally, Chapter 1 mentioned that learning how to meditate and practicing that 

meditation for several years might uncover some hidden explanation as to how 

individuals can change their lives in a positive direction and that this explanation might 

be transferable to other types of positive change, for instance even organizational change 

or team/group-level change. A study that compares learning mindfulness meditation to 

other major, self-transforming changes in behavior such as losing weight, quitting 

alcohol, detoxifying from drugs, etc., might uncover more common aspects. 

Limitations 

Chapter 1 outlined potential limitations to the study, and they deserve re-

examination. The study had only seven participants, so the results are not generalizable to 

a larger group. However, after interviewing four of them, patterns of experience began to 

be repeated. All of the interviews were done over the phone, so I had to rely upon change 

of tone to help reinforce segments of emotional content since body language was 

unavailable. Although the risk of Southern American regionality was avoided since the 

participants lived in several parts of the country and one lived outside the United States, 

there may have been an unintended cultural bias because all participants were Americans 

and were raised in the United States. There was not an even divide regarding gender, 

given that there were two men and five women. All were very well educated, with some 
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of them having doctorates and no one having less than a bachelor’s degree. It is unknown 

if a group who had never attended college would give different responses to the 

questions. However, the education of the participants and the careers they pursued were 

fairly widespread, including finance, education, engineering, biology, sociology, 

psychology, and architecture. It’s unknown if the participants represented different races, 

as questions about race were not asked, but participants from different racial or ethnic 

backgrounds might make a difference. The spectrum of religious education and practice 

was across denominations within Christianity, and there was one practicing Buddhist and 

one who called herself a Christian-Buddhist.  

Final Reflections 

We seek to keep things stable because we believed as children that stable is safe; 

stable means we are fed and loved, but stable may also be a prison of pain. It is not 

necessarily always safe. There is no real stability in life because nothing is permanent. 

There are only occasional snapshots of the constantly moving and changing process of 

living. If we put all the snapshots together, like the flipbooks that animators make for 

cartoons, each sheet is a picture of life at the moment it was drawn. But living is even 

more changeable than all the cartoons from Disney put together into one giant flipbook. 

And although we struggle to adapt to the constant change of our environment, ourselves, 

and our relationships, that struggle is where hope springs from, where dreams are born, 

and where plans are made for the future.  

We fight against those changes that are deeply painful, and we celebrate the joyful 

ones, but both are part of this ever-changing life. There is no good or bad emotion, there 

is only change and how we decide to use it. When we are patient and persevere, we learn 
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to understand ourselves, and we learn to choose what gives our life value through that 

self-understanding. We become awake and aware. Then we can fill our lives with a flow 

of joy and wisdom. Our great gift is our ability to feel, to think, to adapt, to change, and 

to transform ourselves. Affect is the energy of enlightenment and ultimately of self-

transforming change. 
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APPENDIX A: 

SCREENING QUESTIONS 

1. How long have you been practicing mindfulness meditation?  

(Required: 3 to 5 years) 

2. Have you been practicing mindfulness meditation at the same place with 

approximately the same people?  

(Required: The same place with approximately the same people during those 3 to 5 

years. If they have been practicing for 7 years, for example, at least the last 3 years 

need to be in the same place.) 

3. A transformational change is one that significantly affects your life, either negatively 

or positively, and changes the way that you view the world. Examples include 

marriage, divorce, losing a lot of weight, stopping smoking, etc. Do you feel that 

you’ve had such a change in the last 3 to 5 years and that you are capable of 

describing what you went through and how it made you feel?  

(Required: Having experienced at least one transformational change in the last 3 to 5 

years and being able to describe it.) 
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APPENDIX B: 

THE SUBJECT-OBJECT INTERVIEW 

Note: Script and protocol from A Guide to the Subject-Object Interview: Its 

Administration and Interpretation (Lahey et al., 2011). Reprinted with permission from 

the Subject Object Research Group. 

 

Materials: Ten subject cards, pencil, tape recorder, backup recorder, and 90-minute tapes 

 

Preparing the Participant: The participant needs to know that he/she is participating in 

a 90-minute interview with the goal of learning how he/she thinks about things and how 

he/she makes sense of his or her own experience. The participant is reminded that he/she 

does not have to talk about anything he/she doesn’t want to.  

 

Part I: Generating Content 

 

Process: The participant is handed 10 index cards. Each card has one word printed on it: 

 

1. Angry 

2. Anxious, nervous 

3. Success 

4. Strong stand, conviction 

5. Sad 

6. Torn 

7. Moved, touched 

8. Lost something 

9. Change 

10. Important to me 

 

The participant is told that the cards are for his or her use only, that the researcher won’t 

see any notes he/she writes on them, and that he/she can take them with him or her or 

throw them away after the interview. The cards are just to help the participant jot down 

things that he/she might want to talk about in the interview. 

 

The participant is told, “We will spend the first 15 to 20 minutes with the cards and then 

talk together for an hour or so about those things you jotted down on the cards which you 

choose to talk about. We do not have to talk about anything you don’t want to talk about. 

Now let’s take the first card.” 

 

1. Angry: “If you were to think back over the past several weeks, even the past 

couple months, and you had to think about times you felt really angry about 

something, or times you got really mad or felt a sense of outrage or violation, are 

there two or three things that come to mind? Take a minute to think about it, if 

you like, and just jot down on the card whatever you need to remind you of what 
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they were.” (If nothing comes to mind for a particular card, skip it and go on to 

the next card.) 

2. Anxious, nervous: “If you were to think of some times when you found yourself 

being really scared about something, nervous, anxious about something . . . “ 

3. Success: “If you were to think of some times when you felt kind of triumphant, or 

that you had achieved something that was difficult for you or that was especially 

satisfying that you were afraid might come out another way, or you had a sense 

that you had overcome something . . .” 

4. Strong stand, conviction: “If you were to think of some times when you had to 

take a strong stand, or felt very keenly, ‘This is what I think should or should not 

be done about this,’ times when you became aware of a particular conviction you 

held, . . .” 

5. Sad: “. . . felt real sad about something, perhaps something that even make you 

cry, or left you feeling on the verge of tears . . .” 

6. Torn: “. . . felt really in conflict about something, where someone or some part of 

you felt one way or was urging you on in one direction, and someone else or some 

other part was feeling another way—times when you really felt kind of torn about 

something . . .” 

7. Moved, touched: “. . . felt quite touched by something you saw, or thought or 

heard, perhaps something that even caused your eyes to tear up, something that 

moved you . . .” 

8. Lost something: “. . . times you had to leave something behind, or were worried 

that you might lose something or someone; ‘goodbye’ experiences, the end of 

something important or valuable; losses . . .” 

9. Change: “As you look back at your past, if you had to think of some ways in 

which you think you’ve changed over the last few years—or, even months, if that 

seems right—are there some ways that come to mind?” 

10. Important: “If I were just to ask you, ‘What is it that is most important to you?’ 

or ‘What do you care deepest about?’ or ‘What matters most?’—are there one or 

two things that come to mind?” 

 

Part II 

 

“Now we have an hour or so to talk about some of these things you’ve recalled or jotted 

down. You can decide where we start. Is there one card you felt more strongly about than 

the others? (or a few cards, etc.)” 

 

(Now the probing-for-structure part of the interview begins. Subject keeps selecting the 

cards.) 

 

Guidelines suggested for the interviewer that will be followed during this study: 

 

1. Don’t worry about getting through all the cards; you never do. The idea is to let 

the participant introduce personally salient content, and for you to try to 

understand it. It doesn’t matter how many cards you do (though it can be useful to 

know which cards are most salient). 
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2. The subject will give you the “what’s” (what is important, what felt successful); 

you must learn the “why’s” (why is it important? why does that constitute 

success?) The answer to the why’s helps you to understand how the person’s 

subject-object construction is shaping real life, the goal of the interview. 

3. Since you are probing for structure, you need to keep asking “why?” (like any 

structural interview), but since you are probing real-life experience, often deeply 

felt, care must be taken to frame the “whys” in such a way that doesn’t seem to 

suggest the person is somehow wrong to be caring so deeply. Each interviewer 

must find his or her own way to convey that he or she is not trying to understand 

why it should be that the subject has this worry but in what sense it is a worry. 

4. The interviewer must wear “two hats” in the conduct of the interview—that of 

empathetic, receptive listener, and that of active inquirer. Ignoring the first on 

behalf of the second leaves most interviewees feeling grilled and not well 

understood; the interview will become unpleasant at best and unproductive at 

worst. Ignoring the second on behalf of the first leaves most interviews 

unscorable; people rarely spontaneously speak in an epistemologically 

unambiguous fashion. 

5. The central activity in the interviewer’s own head is the forming of hypotheses 

during the interview itself. The more familiar a person is with the 21 

epistemological distinctions during the interview, the easier it is to generate 

hypotheses. One excellent way of becoming more familiar with these distinctions 

is the activity of analyzing (or “scoring”) subject-object interviews. 
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Subject-Object Analysis Formulation Process Sheet  

 
Note. “Bit” refers to a paragraph or sentence segment of the transcript of the interview; 

hypotheses are the initial level of adult development that the interviewer perceives in the 

study participant. Reprinted by permission from the Subject Object Research Group. 

 

 

 

Subject-Object Analysis Overall Formulation Sheet 

 

 
Note. Reprinted by permission from the Subject Object Research Group. 

 

  



 

204 

Certification 
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APPENDIX C: 

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

Interview 1: Subject Object Interview (see above) 

 

Interview 2: General History and Description of Life Changes and Mindfulness-

Meditation Experience 

 

1. Please tell me about where you were born. 

2. What was your family like?  

a. Probes: Lived with mother and father? Siblings? 

3. Where did you go to school?  

a. Probes: Grade school? High school? 

4. What were your friends like? 

5. Did you continue with school?  

a. Probes: College, advanced degrees? What did you study? Where did you 

study? Friends during that period? 

6. What were some of your first jobs? 

7. What do you do now?  

a. Probes: Where do you work or, if you’re retired, how do you spend your 

day? 

8. What is your spiritual history and how has it changed during your life? 

9. Do you remember going through any transforming life changes before you started 

your meditative practice? What were those changes? When did they happen? How 

did they happen? How would you describe them? How did the world look and 

feel to you at the time you went through them?  

10. How did you come to the decision to take a course in mindfulness meditation?  

a. Probes: What? When? Who? Etc. 

11. What was your experience of the mindfulness meditation course? Explain the 

weeks of the course and how you felt as you went through the exercises for the 

first time.  

12. Do you still meditate with people?  

a. Probes: If so, how, when, where, with whom? If not, why not? Why do 

you feel this way? 

13. Do you remember going through any transforming life changes during these last 

few years while you were maintaining a meditative practice? What were those 

changes, and how would you describe them? When did they happen? How did 

they happen? How did the world look and feel to you at the time you went through 

them? (There may be several life changes during a 3- to 5-year time period.) 
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Interview 3: Reflection upon Any Life Changes That Occurred During These Years 

of Meditation and Subject-Object Debrief 

 

After reflecting since our last interview, do you have any further thoughts or feelings that 

you would like to talk about to add to your responses from last time? 

 

1. Do you feel like you are the same person now that you were before your life 

changed? Why or why not? If you’re different, how are you different? Did your 

friends or family notice a difference in you at the time, or perhaps now? Can you 

describe it? 

2. Looking back at the transformational life changes you experienced, what do you 

think and feel about them now? Are they as important to you now as they were at 

the time? Why do you think they were important then? What do you think is the 

final outcome of those changes? 

3. If you were to look back on your life of the last few years since you started 

meditating, what do you feel means the most to you now and why? What event(s) 

are the most important? What has made a lasting impression? Are you surprised 

by any of the results of the events? 

4. Looking back upon the changes that have occurred, do you think that your 

behavior has changed since then? Specifically, in what ways has it changed? What 

are you doing now that you don’t feel you would be doing without the change and 

vice versa? What are you not doing that you used to do and why? 

5. Given what you have said about your life before you began practicing meditation, 

how do you understand meditation now? Do you see yourself continuing to 

practice meditation in the future? In what way? 

6. Subject-object debrief, which includes a brief explanation of constructive 

development theory, what their level is, and how that level might change in the 

future as their life continues. 
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APPENDIX D: 

INFORMED CONSENT FORM 

I agree to participate in a series of tape-recorded interviews for a research study about 

self-transforming experiences within the context of mindfulness meditation. During these 

interviews (three in number, each 60 to 90 minutes long), I will be asked about my life 

history, health history, and spiritual history, about life changes, about my meditation 

experience, and about how I make meaning from my own personal experience. I 

understand that consent is voluntary. I understand that if I do not want to answer a 

particular question or questions, I do not have to. I understand that any excerpts taken 

from this interview, written or spoken, will disguise all names of persons and places so as 

to preserve my anonymity and privacy. I understand that I will receive feedback on my 

interviews through a debriefing session and will receive copies of all transcripts so that I 

can check them for accuracy. I understand that although most people find these 

interviews engaging and interesting, should I feel like discontinuing any of the interviews 

for any reason, I can do so at any time. 

 

Any questions that I have about the upcoming interviews can be answered by: 

 

Sylvia Boltic (researcher) 

(504) 481-6027 

Sylvia.Boltic@gmail.com 

 

Office of Human Research 

The George Washington University 

202-994-2715 

ohrirb@gwu.edu  

 

 

 

________________________ ________________________________________ 

Date     Signature of Interviewee 

mailto:Sylvia.Boltic@
tel:%28202-994-2715
mailto:ohrirb@gwu.edu
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APPENDIX E: 

EMAIL TO MEDITATION OR YOGA STUDIO 

Dear MBSR instructor, 

 

I am a doctoral student at The George Washington University studying Human and 

Organizational Learning. My dissertation title is “The Role of Affect in Self-

Transforming Change Within the Context of Long-Term Practice of Mindfulness 

Meditation.” Since MBSR is the method that you teach and the context of my study, I 

hope to get study participants who have practiced mindfulness meditation for 3 to 5 

years. During that time, their lives may have changed considerably and their way of 

looking at the world and their understanding of reality may have changed also. In order to 

understand that change, I would like to interview some of your members. Some of these 

interviews may take place at your studio. My research question is below. 

 

Research Question: What is the essence of a participant’s experience of self-

transforming change?  

1. What are the affective aspects of the change? 

 

If you feel that some of your members would be interested in participating, please call me 

at the number below and we can talk more about it and I can answer any of your 

questions. I look forward to hearing from you. 

 

Sincerely yours, 

 

 

Sylvia Boltic (researcher) 

(504) 481-6027 

Sylvia_Boltic@gmail.com 

 

  

mailto:Sylvia_Boltic@gmail.com
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APPENDIX F: 

HOLDING ENVIRONMENT 

Amelia 

Amelia’s experience of a holding environment occurred several times in the last 

few years. The first example was the original MBSR class which, by the way it’s 

designed, encourages participants to explore their own mind and offers a curriculum that 

demands deeper and deeper self-examination in a safe and nurturing setting. She said, “I 

felt very much at home on the first day. I felt very excited to be back in that, in that type 

of thing. I really liked the environment there, so I felt good about it right away.” When 

asked how she persisted through the early stages of learning to meditate when the mind is 

unruly, she said, “I had teachers who told me that it was okay for that to happen, and that 

it’s normal. So that really helped, helped me want to move forward, you know continue 

on and keep trying.” 

The second and third examples of holding environments were at the two 

meditation retreats. Right after the second retreat, she learned of a tragic accident that 

included a member of her family, and said it was a 

not so subtle reminder I suppose that life is so fragile, but at the same time, 

coming out of the retreat, I was able to view such a horror and terrifying situation 

with [pause] with, with gentle eyes I guess and see, I was able to see, and I might 

have been able to do this without coming from a retreat, I don’t know, but able to 

see that, [pause] actually I take that back I don’t think I would have been able to 

see this if it weren’t for that retreat [laugh]. I was able to see that in knowing that 

life is so fragile, we can choose to truly cherish all of our moments, the good and 

the bad, and by the bad I mean the really, really bad, even though we might not 

want to cherish them, it’s a sign that we’re alive and living, breathing human 

beings and we’ve got that, we’ve still got that life. So, there’s a gentle beauty in 

that realization. 
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Deborah 

Deborah’s experience of a holding environment occurred during the actual MBSR 

class, which required a commute of an hour each way. She lived in a very rural and 

underpopulated area of the country, so it took some effort to get there. Additionally, she 

formed a local group of mindfulness meditators that met every month or so to meditate 

and to discuss their practice of meditation. She spent over 14 weeks in a “grief share” 

group, run by a local church, in an effort to be “intentional” about her grieving over her 

father. She felt that other family deaths, which occurred when she was out of the country, 

were kind of overlooked until she got home and then everyone else had moved on in their 

lives and she was left feeling alone. 

Lorraine 

Lorraine experienced several holding environments over the course of her study 

of meditation during the past 20 years. Initially, each of the meditation classes and the 

retreats she took, as she was trying to find a method that would work for her and would 

be helpful with her diabetes, offered a safe, nurturing environment. The one meditation 

method that fit best was MBSR, for which she took a class for her university degree, and 

this was when she really began to understand the effect of the mind upon the body. She 

was so stimulated by this course and the rigor of the degree that it triggered another 

transforming experience. She pursued further MBSR training and is now a qualified 

instructor and teaches both children and adults full time. This was a complete change in 

careers and did not resemble the money management or the interior design careers that 

she successfully pursued as a young woman. She became a caregiver and believed in the 

benefit that she saw from MBSR through her classes: 
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I teach a meditation practice group. . . . A man was brought in, a 70-year-old man 

was brought in by his son recently to, the son was worried about his dad and he 

said—the son apparently is familiar with MBSR and the whole mindfulness stuff 

and meditation, and he said, “I know it works, and I’d really like for my dad to 

understand it for himself,” and he said that his dad was like, “I don’t know,” 

wasn’t sleeping well, had some pain issues or whatever. And I said, “Well, bring 

your dad, right?” It’s fine, and he said that his dad has been listening to some 

meditation tapes, but it didn’t really click. So I said, “All right, come to the live 

class.” So in the practice group I basically teach the different MBSR exercises; we 

do, we do yoga, we do sitting meditation, and we have chit-chat sometimes, it 

depends. So the dad came, he’s 70 years old, he has a constant headache and a 

lower backache. He was the sweetest man and he is a retired fireman. And it’s 

interesting because he’s actually a man in transition, and I tell you, my personal 

theory, his physical manifestations are linked to his difficulties with the emotional 

transition of losing his sense of purpose in life. So I invited them in, we did some 

meditation, he really enjoyed it and said for the 1 week, I mean for the 1 hour out 

of this whole week, that he actually felt better. 

Ursula 

Ursula’s exposure to a holding environment came with her regular mindfulness 

meditation group that she had been meeting with for more than 15 years as well as the 

church that she regularly attended with a pastor she had known for more than 35 years. 

Both of these environments offered security, freedom, and a sense of family. They were 

the environments where she learned to be herself. Her early family life was full of 

turmoil, jealousy between siblings, jealousy between generations, and she said her mother 

never really liked her. She didn’t keep in touch with her extended family and hadn’t seen 

many of them for several years. She pointed out that they were all getting to the age 

where increasingly they were dying off from one disease or another, and that the glue that 

used to hold the family together, her grandmother, had been gone for a long time. She 

was, however, very much involved with most of her children and their lives and used her 

house as a sort of resting place for one child or another who was having trouble with their 

life. 
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Robert 

Robert’s experience of holding environments was extensive given his longevity, 

but the two most important ones were his experience while trying to make his farm 

profitable and his long-term exposure with the insight meditation group. Farming allowed 

him to repurpose his life and rededicate it to the values that he believed in. It gave him a 

safe place to put into practice some of the farming methods he was actively trying to 

instill during his work while an internal consultant but which the corporation he was 

working for was no longer interested in. It gave him space and time to try to make the 

farm profitable and then, even when he realized he couldn’t make it profitable, it still 

healed some of the stress from his previous job and allowed him to realize that he could 

consult again, this time on his terms, rather than for a profit-centered corporation. 

David 

The holding environments David experienced were initially in his career with the 

other professionals that he associated with, particularly after he stopped working as a lone 

psychologist. For example, he said: 

Once I moved over to the school system and was working with other 

psychologists and you know starting to work more regularly with colleagues, you 

know I got a lot stronger sense of, but I was pretty confident in what I was doing. 

And you know for several years you know I sometimes felt like I was sort of an 

imposter. And I think, you know, when you’re a psychologist, people sometimes 

say well, you know you’re the psychologist, . . . we want you to tell us what’s 

going on . . . and fix what’s going on. You know it took me a number of years, 

and I think part of it was just age and having families and having enough life 

experiences to start to realize that wasn’t what my role was, so I could give people 

advice but I wasn’t fixing things and I wasn’t there necessarily to do the bidding 

of other people. So, I think in that sense, I became more comfortable with the job 

and it was okay to say, you know, I don’t understand the situation any better than 

you do. 
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David’s current holding environment was his insight meditation group of 15 

years. He still went to the sessions and occasionally hosted them in his home. He had 

gone on weekend retreats and week-long retreats, all of which helped him continue with 

his meditation practice. It gave him a venue to interact with other meditators and to 

continue to explore his spirituality. 

Kate 

The main holding environment that Kate relied upon was her Buddhist 

community in general and various retreats in particular. At the same time, she felt that 

same community failed her by refusing to help her when her marriage was over. She had 

asked for help but they were reluctant, and this was one of the main reasons she left them 

to come home to care for her mother. As she taught her classes at her new home, she 

strove to create a safe and relaxing place for her students to meditate. Since many of them 

were attorneys, and as one herself she was aware of the stress they were under constantly, 

she really tried hard to provide them with a secure and healing environment in which to 

practice their new and growing skill as meditators. 
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APPENDIX G: 

CODES TO THEMES: MODIFICATION OF THE VAN KAMM METHOD 

Table G.1 

Codes to Themes: Modification of the Van Kamm Method (Moustakas, 1994, 120-121) 

Codes within code groups (step 1 and step 2) Code groups (step 3) Themes (step 4) 

Transformation (change, transformation, triggering change) 

Integration (attaining true self, balanced, feel genuine, integration, life goals, self-

acceptance, self-knowledge, wisdom) 

MBSR effect (MBSR, MBSR effect) 

Meditation (meditation as a reminder of life, meditation definition, meditation methods, 

meditation practice or habit, meditation retreats, meditation’s purpose) 

Transformation, 

Integration,  

MBSR effect,  

Meditation 

Transformation and 

integration, which is the 

subject of the entire research 

Holding environment (holding environment, meditation retreats, retreat experience) Holding environment Holding environment 

Mental health (acceptance of pain, balanced, better control of emotions, black and 

white thinking, choose to cherish life, emotionally driven, learned to manage internal 

struggles, mental illness, role of logic, trauma, turmoil, withdrawn) 

Physical health (aging effect, attuned to the body, drugs, health conscious, physical 

health problems, self-care, trauma, yoga) 

Mental health, 

Physical health 

Health 

My self (a sense of specialness, achievement oriented, attaining true self, bright minds, 

feel genuine, feel like an actress, fixing problems is my life, life goals, love is the most 

important thing, role of logic, self-acceptance, self-care, self-conflict, self-knowledge, 

self-reflection, vulnerable) 

My self Identity and sense of self 

Relationships (compassion for others, continuity of friendship, empathy for others, 

equality, family dysfunctional, love is the most important thing, relationships, sense of 

love for those outside of the family, strong family life) 

Spirituality (a sense of specialness, being led, choose to cherish life, hallucinations, 

mysticism, randomness of life, religion, sense of a journey, spirituality, trust in the 

future, wisdom) 

Relationships, 

Spirituality 

Relationships with people and 

with God 
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Codes within code groups (step 1 and step 2) Code groups (step 3) Themes (step 4) 

Positive emotions (a sense of specialness, balanced, choose to cherish life, compassion 

for others, empathy for others, feeling moved, gratitude, love is the most important 

thing, patient, play, success, trust in the future) 

Negative emotions (abuse, anger, anxiety, conflict, disappointment, disillusionment, 

fear, feel like an actress, grief guild, hypocrisy, punishment, sadness and loss, sense of 

rejection, shame, suffering, turmoil, withdrawn) 

Positive emotions, 

Negative emotions 

Emotions 

Teaching (counselor, role modeling, teacher, teaching, to teach MBSR) Teaching Teaching 
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APPENDIX H: 

PARTICIPANTS’ SUBJECT-OBJECT INTERVIEW RESULTS 

Table H.1 

Interrator Scores for Participants’ Subject-Object Interviews 

Participants SOI score Interrater 

Amelia 4(5) 4(5)  

Deborah 4(3) 3 to 4 but not enough structure to score the sublevel 

Lorraine 4/3 4 

Ursula 3/4 4 

Robert 4 4 but not enough structure to score the sublevel  

David 4 4 to 5 but not enough structure to score the sublevel 

Kate 3/4 Likely 4/3 to 4(3) 

 
 

 

Figure H.1. Where the participants scored on the subject-object interview within the helix of 

evolutionary truces (Kegan, 1982, p. 109). Reprinted by permission of the publisher from The 

Evolving Self: Problem and Process in Human Development by Robert Kegan, Cambridge, MA, 

Harvard University Press, p. 109. 


