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Abstract: This article reviews mainstream scientific publications on near-death
experiences (NDEs). We searched near-death experience in titles, key words, and
abstracts at the Web of Knowledge database published between 1945 and 2013.
We identified 266 relevant documents, the oldest from 1977. There was a strong
predominance of opinion articles (book reviews, commentaries, and editorials),
review articles, phenomenological description articles, and articles that originated
in the United States. Since 2000, the number of longitudinal and cross-sectional
studies has increased; there has been a diversification in the countries that have
published on the subject and more articles that discuss the implications of NDEs
for the mind-brain relationship. The results indicate that most scholarly publications on NDEs are recent, usually have no original empirical data, and are concentrated in North America and Western Europe. Future studies should focus
on increasing the cultural diversity in the field and on testing explanatory hypotheses based on high-quality empirical data.
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N

ear-death experiences (NDEs) are subjective experiences that usually happen during life-threatening conditions and involve “the reported memory of a range of impressions during a special state of
consciousness, including a number of special elements, such as an
out-of-body experience (OBE), pleasant feelings, seeing a tunnel and/
or light, seeing deceased relatives, a life review, or a conscious return
into the body” (van Lommel, 2011). Although NDEs have been described for a long time, the term near-death experience (NDE) was unknown before Moody coined it in his best seller Life After Life in 1975
(Moody, 1975). According to prospective studies, NDEs are reported
by 12% to 18% of cardiac arrest survivors (Greyson, 2003; Parnia et al.,
2001; Schwaninger, 2002; van Lommel et al., 2001).
Although NDEs are widely disseminated, to date, the mechanisms by which they occur have not yet been fully elucidated (Agrillo,
2011; Fenwick, 2012; Greyson, 2010; van Tellingen, 2008). Explanations
for these experiences have ranged from confusional hallucinations
and fanciful creations of the mind to manifestations of mind functioning independent of the brain and evidence of life after death (Blackmore, 1996). Authors have discussed whether NDEs have a common
core of experiences that is transcultural (Kellehear, 1993; Ring, 1980;
Sabom, 1982). Some cross-cultural studies point to some invariants as
well as to partial differences in the content of experiments and interpretation of experience on religious belief (Athappilly et al., 2006;
Belanti et al., 2008; Pasricha and Stevenson, 1986; Osis and Haraldson,
1977). However, more studies on this topic are clearly needed.
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In addition to its clinical implications (Greyson, 2007), NDEs
may also have implications for how we understand consciousness and
its relationship to the brain (Fracasso, 2012; Facco and Agrillo, 2012;
Kelly et al., 2000). For van Lommel (2011) and for Trent-von Haesler
and Beauregard (2013), it is a challenge for science to develop new hypotheses that might explain the clear functioning of consciousness during a period of apparent coma, raising the question of whether mind and
consciousness may not result exclusively from brain activity. The possibility of a nonlocal mind that is mediated but not produced by the
brain has been raised by several authors (Fenwick, 2012; Parnia, 2007).
The NDE has also generated interest among the lay public, and many
best sellers have been published in recent years (Alexander, 2012;
Burpo and Vincent, 2010; Eadie and Taylor, 1994; Neal, 2012). Because it has been almost 40 years since NDEs became a focus of scientific investigation, it would be informative to provide an overview of the
scholarship on the subject.
This article provides an overview of the publications on NDEs
that are indexed in one of the major interdisciplinary academic bibliographic databases. The aim of this article was to present an overview
of the profile and evolution of mainstream academic publications on
NDEs.

METHODS
The term near-death experience was used to search the titles, key
words, and abstracts of all of the publications indexed in the Web of
Knowledge database. This database includes the most prestigious
academic journals in all fields of science, covering articles published
since 1945 by 24,000 of the highest-impact journals worldwide as well
as thousands of academic conference proceedings and book reviews
(http://thomsonreuters.com/products_services/science/science_products/
a-z/isi_web_of_knowledge/). In total, 448 publications were identified
between the years 1977 and 2013 (June 15), of which 170 were excluded because they did not address the subject and 12 articles were excluded because the abstracts or full articles could not be located. The
remaining 266 articles were broken down by the period when they were
published and categorized according to their type (cross-sectional, longitudinal, or experimental study; case report; literature review; theoretical speculation; book review; letter or editorial; and view or commentary;
Fig. 1), central theme (mental health, phenomenology, implications for
the mind-brain relationship, spirituality and transcendence, as well as
consciousness; Fig. 2), publication country (Fig. 3), and authors' names
(Fig. 4).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
The literature on NDEs began to emerge on the Web of Knowledge during the late 1970s. The number of publications was similar for
the periods 1977 to 1989 and 1990 to 1999 (90 and 75, respectively),
which were predominantly exploratory and frequently included opinion
articles or writings on the phenomenology of the experience. For the latter period of 1990 to 1999, there was a slight increase in topics related to
spirituality, transcendence, and consciousness as well as a decrease in
cross-sectional studies and publications addressing mental health.
During the most recent period, 2000 to 2013, the phenomenology of NDEs was still the subject that had the highest number of publications, but there was an increasing number of prospective studies,
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FIGURE 1. Publications categorized according to their type.

FIGURE 2. Classification of articles according to the theme.

FIGURE 3. Number of publications by country.
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FIGURE 4. Number of publications by author.

especially with patients who experienced cardiac arrest and were then
resuscitated (Greyson, 2003; Klemenc-Ketis et al., 2010; Parnia, 2007;
Parnia and Fenwick, 2002; Parnia et al., 2001; van Lommel et al.,
2001). There was an increase in the number of cross-sectional studies
and in publications on the implications of NDEs for the mind-brain relationship (Agrillo, 2011; Beauregard et al., 2009; Britton and Bootzin,
2004; Klemenc-Ketis et al., 2010; Mobbs and Watt, 2011; Nelson et al.,
2006; van Tellingen, 2008), spirituality and transcendence (Greyson,
2006; Rommer, 2000, 2001; Stannard, 2003), as well as consciousness
(Fracasso and Friedman, 2011; Greyson, 2010; Laws and Perry, 2010;
Parnia, 2007; Schwartz, 2012; van Lommel, 2004).
It is important to note that academic publications from the
United States predominate in the field, followed by British publications
and publications from other European countries. Only since 2000 have
publications from Latin American countries (Cuba, Venezuela, and
Mexico) been found.
Of the 266 articles analyzed, approximately 31.6% (n = 84) were
published by 39 authors, who have each published at least 2 articles on
NDEs, and just one author accounted for approximately 12.4% of the
total (n = 33).
Given that this article aimed to analyze the profile of mainstream
scientific publications on NDEs, we searched at the Web of Knowledge,
which indexes only the mainstream journals with the highest impact in
their areas. However, most of the scholarly articles on NDEs have been
published in specialized journals that are not indexed in the Web of
Knowledge. For example, the Journal of Near-Death Studies has published more than 700 articles on NDEs between 1981 and 2013 but is
not indexed in the Web of Knowledge. It is worth noting that the term
near-death experience, which was used as the search term in this study,
although it has been the most common label for the experiences under
consideration for the past 4 decades, was not coined until 1975. Thus,
articles about NDEs that did not use the term near-death experience
were not included in our survey.

CONCLUSIONS
The results indicate that, although starting recently, there is a
considerable number of scholarly publications on NDEs. However, they
usually have limited original empirical data and have been concentrated
in North America and Western Europe. Since 2000, there has been an
increase in the number and quality of empirical studies, in the geographical diversity of the countries publishing these studies, as well as
in the number of discussions about the implications of NDEs for the
mind-brain relationship. To advance the scientific understanding of this
intriguing human experience, we suggest that future studies should focus on the enlargement of the cultural diversity of NDE studies, on the
© 2014 Lippincott Williams & Wilkins

formulation of explanatory hypotheses, and on the collection of highquality empirical data to test these hypotheses.
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