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Abstract 

The present study investigated the impact of daily meditation on sense of self. There is extensive research regarding the 
physical and mental health benefits that meditation can bring about, yet literature is still limited on the influence this 
has on an individual’s sense of self. The aims of the current study were to contribute to the existing body of research on 
meditation and the self and to gain a better understanding of the link between meditation and the self. Furthermore, to 
look at the potential social health benefits that meditation induces. This was achieved using a qualitative methodological 
approach applying Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), with an epistemological stance of interpretivism 
and an ontological position of social constructionism. Six semi-structured interviews were conducted in collecting 
qualitative data. Three super-ordinate themes emerged which were: 1. Inside Out Positivity, 2. “Quieting the Mind to Hear 
the Heart”, 3. The Holistic Experience, with eight corresponding sub-ordinate themes. The key findings were that 
meditation increased feelings of kindness and compassion and improved the quality of relationships for the 
participants. Participants felt more positive and calmer in their daily living and reported higher levels of awareness. 
Another key finding was that participants had a better perception of themselves and felt like meditation gave them more 
perspective of mind. Additionally, participants noted physical changes with greater bodily connection to breathing and 
had more mental clarity. Finally, participants reported enhanced feelings of spirituality and spoke of power and 
consciousness beyond themselves. The implications of these findings are that meditation can be a useful intervention 
for social health issues such as poor relationship quality or feelings of social exclusion by increasing compassion and 
awareness. Meditation is a useful tool for reducing stress and feeling present. Meditation would also be a beneficial 
method for positive self-perception and identity.  
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1. Introduction

Meditation is a human practice that has been recorded for thousands of years around the globe and across multiple 
different cultures. Meditation appears to be an identifiable behaviour with images of people specifically saints, sages, 
and mystics sitting with their legs crossed and with their eyes closed; yet is a broad term lacking a concrete and unifying 
definition in the psychological literature. According to Awasthi [1] neuroscientific literature uses the term ‘meditation’ 
with unclear, mixed, and confused definitions often leading to contradictions and inconsistencies in findings causing to 
be an important problem to be solved. This lack of understanding causes lack of replicability in research. Awasthi [1] 
writes that modern research uses the term ‘meditation’ referring to its defining feature as either relaxation, mindfulness, 
or attention and that most issues in studies result from studying different procedures or meditation techniques. 
Furthermore, failure to distinguish between the techniques of meditation (of which there are many) with the state of 
meditation bringing more confusion and disagreement in the field of modern research [2]. The confusion underlying 
the basic modern day understanding of meditation is a mix between meditation being a state of consciousness and 
experience, to meditate implying action, and with objects, insights, and references which serve as reflective meditations. 
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1.1. Definition and History of Meditation 

Those with a vague understanding of meditation might agree with Brown and Ryan’s [3] definition of meditation as 
‘mindfulness’ which is described as a state of being which attends to the awareness of what is taking place in the present 
moment. This could involve being mindful during the engagement of any type of behaviours such as walking, cooking, 
talking, brushing one’s teeth, etc. It is attending to the sensations, thoughts, and feelings of what one is presently, and 
non-judgementally experiencing. This is often associated with Eastern mediation practices and traditions such as 
Buddhist, Zazen, and Yoga which became more well known in the 20th century. Dispenza [4] observes that in the Tibetan 
language the term mediation is defined as ‘to become familiar with’ or ‘to ponder’. This meaning allows for a more 
applicable account of people’s experience with meditation. For to ‘become familiar with’ can mean any sensation, 
thought, feeling, movement, memory, spiritual insight, text, anything in the realm of perception and experience in a 
deeper, closely attentive, and reflective way. This is a wider and broader definition, yet in more specific terms some 
research seems confident in its operational definition such as Cardoso et al. [5] who characterize meditation as having 
to meet five requirements: 1. the use of a specific technique (clearly defined), 2. muscle relaxation in some moment of 
the process and 3. “logic relaxation”; 4. it must necessarily be a self-induced state, and 5. use of “self-focus” skill (coined 
“anchor”). This is the definition that the present study applied qualitatively due to its specific yet inclusive 
comprehension. This definition rules out sleeping or napping as in this state one does not employ requirement number 
5. – the use of self-focus. But it would include practices such as Qigong, Yoga, and moving meditations as these fit all five 
of the criteria.  

Rossano [6] argues that meditation has been a spiritual practice of the human mind that was always present in the 
evolution of our species and that focus, and contemplation have been mental faculties inherent to human beings. His 
theory proposes that ‘fire-gazing’ around campfires, rituals and group meditations are responsible for making us 
distinct as humans with the development of working memory, language, and symbolism. Peoples et al. [7] argue that 
meditation is as old as humanity and was most likely linked with pagan beliefs with a shaman mediator guiding others 
on a meditative, shamanic trance journey. Meditation is a practice and term that is mentioned in the Upanishads, the 
Bible, Buddhist and Taoist traditions, Islamic branches, and in more recent times has become a mindfulness programme 
in secular and therapeutic settings serving as a clinical intervention.  

1.2. Benefits of Meditation 

One of the great questions in research on meditative practice and states refers to the wide variety of reported health 
benefits which have been associated with meditation, whether these be physical, mental, spiritual, or emotional [8]. 
From research into brain-wave patterns and scans, it is understood that the brain operates at different frequencies 
(labelled lowest to highest) delta, theta, alpha, beta, and gamma [9]. The electro-magnetic activity in the brain changes 
based on the state of mind and environmental conditions. During sleep the brain is functioning at delta level brain waves 
(0.5-4 cycles per second) and when it is awake and distracted it is in beta level brain waves (13 cycles per second) 
meaning there is more stimuli to process consciously and therefore higher activity which one could call a person’s 
default mode. However, according to Dispenza [4] one can actively lower brain wave levels during meditation from beta 
to alpha (8-13 cycles) and theta (4-8 cycles). He argues that this is why meditation provides such positive effects both 
mentally and physically as the brain can function better when brain waves are lower.  

Manocha [10] suggests that meditation is one of the most effective ways to relieve stress and to improve overall mental 
and physical health. This research is supported by a qualitative study on eight female emergency department staff who 
attended a mantra-meditation program, reporting the perceived benefits of the meditation were a greater capacity to 
deal with stress, a higher level of attention and awareness and better emotional regulation [11]. The implications of this 
study are that the quality of care could be improved by better dealing with stress and that mantra-meditation could 
positively impact the work-environment. There is a large body of research on how mindfulness meditation reduces 
stress in people. For example, a meta-analysis by Chiesa and Serretti [12] found that mindfulness-based stress reduction 
(MBSR) is effective for mental and physical disorders, as well as in healthy subjects with the effect of reducing overall 
stress and an enhancement of spiritual values. Vollestad et al. [13] suggest that it can help with symptoms of depression 
and anxiety. Though the data on this can be conflicting as other research has found that mindfulness meditation has no 
effect on depression and anxiety [14]. Furthermore, mindfulness meditation has been implicated to improve 
psychological well-being and help with the sense of ‘self-nature’ relationship of interconnectedness [15]. Singh and Kaur 
[16] suggested that the results of their findings indicated that meditation improved feelings of ‘self-confidence’. This 
suggests that meditation can improve people’s conception of themselves, cultivate confidence and strengthen 
connection to others. 

From reviewing the available research, it is clear that engaging in a form of meditation brings about positive effects, not 
only to one’s physical and cognitive abilities, but to a more complex psycho-spiritual mode of being, being the ‘self’. The 
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present study explores this aspect with which meditation seems to impact. It can also be held that meditation and its 
impact on human experience and cognitive understanding is difficult to measure due to its complex phenomenological 
nature and aspects. Therefore, a qualitative enquiry is best suited for collecting data and interpreting the phenomena 
on an individual, subjective, and experiential level. 

The concept of ‘self’ can relate to various other words acting as a connector and mediator for semantic meaning making. 
This generally intrigues one into the particularity of the self, how it emerges and develops, and the reasons why humans 
have one. There are multiple theories of the self, yet the main perspective of the self that guided this research study was 
that of Mead’s [17] theory of symbolic interactionism. The philosopher Kierkegaard’s [18] Christian existentialism 
described the self as being spirit, which is a synthesis of relations which relates to itself. The synthesis consists of the 
eternal with the temporal, the infinite with the finite, and the possible with the actual. Though this definition of the self 
is in the realms of philosophy and theology, and this research is based in social psychology, what is of use is the concept 
of the self being a synthesis. Similarly, this view on human nature and reality can be found in the philosopher Ortega y 
Gasset, with his famous proclamation: ‘I am I and my circumstances,’ [19]. Again, one finds the concept that the self is 
not one single thing, but two components. Man is both a physical and mental being. This idea is also the line of argument 
of Mead. The main premise behind Mead’s theory is that there can be no self without structured and definite 
relationships with others. For to have a self an individual must belong to some sort of social grou p or community. It 
is impossible to think of an individual self separate from the group, community, and society of which they are a part 
of as that self is a cognitive reflection of the entire social process. The self is an example of the union of two opposing 
elements (self/other) necessary to create the dimension of both. Human physiology and mammalian biology is 
inherently social with its instincts between sexes (expressing the reproductive instinct), between parent and child 
(expressing the parental instinct), and between neighbours (expressing the gregarious instinct). Referring to human 
nature is therefore referring to something essentially social. As Watts [20] writes: there can be no self, without other. 
They are necessary components implying one another, as humans are inter-independent individuals who depend on 
each other. Baumeister [21] argues that the self is an essential combination of the body and the complex social systems 
of human life. Social interaction is an essential part of life, family, society, culture, and civilization which are core to the 
self.  

1.3. The Impact of Meditation on the Self 

Qualitative literature on meditation points towards significant changes in consciousness such as Lindahl and Britton’s 
[22] research on Buddhist meditators. The results indicated six themes in participants meditation practice which 
showed changes in self-perception. The researchers write that this change in the sense of self can be both positive or 
negative and enhancing or impairing. This study highlights that Buddhist meditation acted as a powerful tool to impact 
self-perception in these participants, even if it was not intended or expected. What seems to be important is that the 
consequences of Buddhist meditation were a dissociation of one’s sense of self and presence in the world, as well as 
knowledge suspension of self-perception that was held prior to meditation. There are many types of Buddhist 
meditations, yet the underlying goal is the transformation of self by training the awareness of mind and body in the 
present moment and to not associate with the self. 

Linked to Buddhist meditation is mindfulness meditation which can induce similar effects. In another study, Kohls et al. 
[23] explored the impact of mindfulness meditation and fantasy relaxation on time-perception, sense of self and space 
orientation. No difference was found between the two interventions, although the sense of self was diminished, 
accompanied by feelings of self-transcendence in both. Here again one finds that the sense of self is decreased through 
meditation which influences self-perception. In another qualitative study, Rosaen and Benn [24] found the themes from 
ten middle school students who practiced transcendental meditation for a year reported higher levels of social and 
emotional intelligence, improved academic performance, and an increase in restful alertness. The research concluded 
that due to the participants meditation practices they had a better ability at understanding themselves and their social 
relationships. This was likely due to their capacity to introspect as well as greater focus on their schoolwork. The 
implication of this is that meditation practice can provide a useful way for teenagers to deal with the challenges of 
adolescence such as identity, understanding emotions and interpersonal skills. In addition, not only did students report 
benefits of meditation but 21 educators that were mainly teachers reported an overall significant impact on their lives 
due to their meditation practices with the most reported benefit feeling calmer and grounded [25].    

Further, Mackenzie et al. [26] found in their qualitative research that the nine cancer patients who had attended an 
eight-week mindfulness-based stress reduction (MBSR) programme improved their spiritual well-being and had a 
positive impact on their overall experience. The major emerging themes that were identified were: 1. opening to change, 
2. self-control, 3. shared experience, 4. personal growth, 5. spirituality. This suggests that after two months of attending 
a weekly MBSR programme, the patients reported positive results from their engagement in the programme. The 
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demographic already suggests that these participants were undergoing more stress and suffering than most people 
because of their condition, and that meditation acted as a psychological treatment for their experience with cancer. One 
of the issues with this is that cancer patients are often at an existential point of their lives facing the possibility of rapid 
mortality, and this phenomenological experience could heighten the effects of the MBSR programme. For example, while 
mindfulness meditation can induce feelings of spirituality, so can the nearness of death. Despite this, the themes of the 
results imply that the self-perceived effects of participants’ meditation practice did bring about several positive changes 
in their lives.  

Furthermore, Sparby [27] examined the effects of anthroposophical meditation and spirituality on participants’ 
livelihood. The concept of self, and its components of identity and community, is something that can become very 
primary during meditation if attended to, and participants in this study reported that their ‘self’ became strengthened 
and aligned with their ideals. Unlike Buddhist meditation where the sense of self is almost forgotten, in this meditation 
practice the sense of self was changed to a more positive and desired version of perception and self-experience. The 
discovery of a true and ‘higher’ self was of conscious effort and manifested because of the quiet contemplation that their 
meditation provided. However, the researcher wrote that the dissolving of the ego and priorly perceived identity can 
only be a positive element of anthroposophical meditation if a better, more ideal, and ethical version arises to replace 
it. If nothing arises then there is risk of depersonalisation which can become unfamiliar, uncomfortable, and unwished 
for.  

What the qualitative literature on meditation seems to suggest is congruent, overlapping results of meditation 
influencing a practitioner’s well-being. Changing consciousness as well as altering behaviours and attitudes towards 
self and others provides beneficial effects. Buddhist meditation, like mindfulness meditation, seems to promote positive 
emotions, moods, and mental clarity, yet little is written on the social health benefits that meditation impacts, and the 
effects of meditation on social life. Community and relationships are a vital aspect in constituting self-consciousness. 
What seems to be commonly taken back from meditation is the decreased awareness of self-consciousness and more of 
an experience with attention and awareness: of consciousness. One could say that during meditation one experiences 
the ‘perceived’ much more than the ‘perceiver’ doing the knowing, perceiving, and experiencing.  

1.4. The Current Study 

The literature on meditation points towards physical and mental changes as well as some qualitative research reporting 
changes in self-perception. However, with studies measuring physical and mental effects of meditation one does not see 
the wider story of how meditation has influenced people’s lives, who they used to be before meditating, and why they 
engage in this simple activity. As a person’s meditation is inseparable from their self and unique to that individual, this 
study became inspired by the reported health benefits the literature suggested and aspired to investigate the distinctive 
qualities of people’s meditation practice. Therefore, the current study was interested in exploring the comprehensive 
experience of a person’s meditation practice and the effects it has on their lives. This is personal to themselves when 
exploring their relationship with meditation, the development of their practice, and the changes they noticed since 
beginning to meditate. Therefore, the present study had several key objectives and specifically, it aimed to enrichen 
understanding of the relation between engaging in daily meditation and the impact on the individual’s sense of self. The 
overarching research question was: What are the lived experiences of individuals engaging in daily meditation on their 
sense of self?  

2. Material and Methods 

2.1. Methodological Approach 

Bourne et al. [28] note that qualitative approaches in psychological research are interested in the perceptions, 
experiences and language of individual’s when acquiring data. Research questions are used rather than hypotheses 
which provide open data subject to the researcher’s reflexive analysis where no specific results or outcomes are 
expected. This gives qualitative research the advantage of using inductive reasoning with a bottom-up approach to 
collecting data. The aim of this is to provide greater understanding of context by giving participants more freedom and 
flexibility in providing data relevant to what is being studied. Meaning and quality of answers are central to qualitative 
research and understanding how participants make sense of their internal and external world is key. To meet the aims, 
this study employed a qualitative design of bottom-up, inductive reasoning. Interpretive phenomenological analysis 
(IPA) was utilised for its focus on understanding how individuals make sense of their lived experiences [29]. IPA is 
rooted in phenomenology which is directed at making sense of individual human experience. This is because human 
life, psychology, and sense-making is subject to vast numbers of complex socio-cultural, biological, cognitive, and 
experiential differences. Individuals are unique and are given a set of distinct combinations of circumstances and 
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perspectives, meaning that everyone has the human condition to express differently. This implies there are endless 
interpretations and perceptions of subjective experiences on a topic, which qualitative researchers can learn from and 
analyse. IPA stems from the philosophical branches of hermeneutics (understanding the interpretations of the world, 
others, and events), phenomenology (exploration of the lived experiences of individuals), and idiographic analysis 
which is the focus on in-depth particulars such as people, context, objects, and topics. IPA is best suited to answer the 
research question given above as it is addressed at people’s lived experiences of their self-perception and the meaning 
of meditation in their specific context. Meditation and the sense of self are both concepts and phenomena which are 
known through direct, personal, and subjective experience; therefore, it is fitting to investigate these experiences using 
an approach that specialises in interpretation of idiomatic cognitive and behavioural undertakings.  

2.2. Epistemological Positionality and Philosophical Underpinnings 

Psychology has its roots in philosophy which provides perspective to theories, phenomena, and research being studied. 
Epistemology is one of the branches of philosophy concerned with the theory and nature of knowledge and how it can 
be studied. The epistemological position taken for this study will be in line with the pragmatics of qualitative research 
which is interpretivism. This view suggests that knowledge and meaning is only attainable through the context in which 
individuals perceive, experience, and make sense of it. Interpretivism allows for a wider scope of understanding 
considering various factors that may influence one’s cognition and behaviour. Ontology is the philosophy of being, 
reality, and existence. The ontological stance that this study applies is social constructionism. This proposes that reality 
is created by the micro and macro happenings of the social world contributed to it by its social actors’ perceptions and 
actions which take a continuous and developing course. Language and symbols are at the heart of the creation and 
comprehension of social reality, serving as representations of that experience where meaning is dependent on the social 
world and on social interactions. For this research to gain insight into the reality of participants’ experiences of 
meditation and sense of self is through the language used and shared understanding of symbols. This view is 
complimented using Mead’s symbolic interactionism as the theory of the self, which serves as the reflection of society 
providing the understanding of social reality, which is only possible through symbolic interaction.  

2.3. Sampling Strategy and Participant Recruitment 

This study recruited six participants from a diverse sample in terms of gender, age, ethnicity, and occupation with all 
participants having meditation practice as the common factor. Smith et al. [30] write that in IPA research, quality is 
more important than quantity when it comes to the sample size noting that several recruited participants is sufficient 
to meet the aims of IPA’s phenomenological and idiographic aspects. The recruitment method used was convenience 
and snowball sampling via word of mouth and social media applications including Microsoft Teams, WhatsApp, and 
Facebook where recruitment flyers for the study were sent to group chats and individuals. Participant names remained 
anonymous throughout the study and pseudonyms were assigned. Participants ages ranged between 25 and 59 years. 
The inclusion criteria for this study were that participants had to be over 18 years; they had to engage in daily or almost 
daily meditation within six months of the study.  

2.4. Materials and Procedures  

Participants were initially invited to report specific demographic information regarding their age, gender, ethnicity, and 
occupation. A semi-structured interview schedule followed, and this involved five questions alongside additional 
prompts. The semi-structured nature of the interviews allowed participants to further elaborate on their answers and 
gain a deeper understanding of their experiences. Following written consent, a mutually available time was agreed, and 
semi-structured interviews were recorded to facilitate the transcription process. Interviews lasted between 50-60 
minutes. Participants were fully debriefed and thanked for their participation.  
 
After transcription of the interviews, data were analysed using IPA. The first step consists of reading and re-reading the 
data to become familiar with the participant’s experience. The second step consists of initial noting and coding of 
descriptive, linguistic, and conceptual comments. The third step consists of identifying the emerging themes in the data. 
The fourth step consists of searching for connections across these emerging themes and making links. The fifth step 
consists of moving to the next data set and repeating the first four steps. The final step consists of finding patterns across 
all the cases and establishing the final themes. 

3. Results and Discussion  

After applying the IPA analysis process, three super-ordinate themes emerged with eight sub-ordinate themes 
corresponding to the main connections. Each super-ordinate theme had a certain number of sub-ordinate themes within 
them. Table 1 presents all emergent themes, which are discussed throughout the findings section. The super-ordinate 
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themes that emerged using qualitative analysis were: Inside Out Positivity, “Quieting the Mind to Hear the Heart”, and 
the Holistic Experience. The words that are used to describe participants’ experience are valuable to unlocking a glimpse 
of their world and experiences. 

Table 1 Themes and Sub-themes 

Super-ordinate theme Sub-ordinate theme 

Inside Out Positivity  More Compassion, Less Resentment  

Abundance of Inner Joy  

You and I in The Here and Now  

“Quieting the Mind to Hear the Heart” The Mind-Space  

Soul-Searching Journey  

The Holistic Experience Breathing Deeper to Benefit the Body  

Mental Prosperity  

Raising the Spirit  

3.1. Super-ordinate Theme: Inside Out Positivity  

3.1.1. Sub-ordinate Theme 1: More Compassion, Less Resentment 

Participants reported that they had felt kinder and more compassionate towards their relations and the interactions 
they were engaged in. All participants noted that their social relationships had improved, and generally felt more 
positive in their interactions with others noting more kindness, compassion, and understanding. Some participants 
shared that before incorporating meditation into their lives they described themselves as reactive, sometimes resentful, 
and judgmental which shifted when meditation became an activity of daily engagement.  

Participants narratives also indicate the powerful effect that meditation had on the perception of others and their 
attitude and behavior to interactions. This could be because of personal, internal resolutions that were facilitated by 
meditation to boost self-esteem which was then externalised onto others [31]. That is, because meditation led to more 
self-confidence, acceptance, and emotional regulation it became easier to apply this positivity with other people.  

Linking with compassion, part of what made participants report better social connections with others was that they had 
an enhanced ability to understand the situations of those with whom they interacted with, especially those they 
disagreed with. This points towards the participants’ ability to separate people’s unintentional actions (or reactions) 
with their essence. One of the reasons for this phenomenon could be that meditation gives the participant time to 
strengthen their ability to let go of things that they are unable to control, such as the actions and opinions of others [32].  

3.1.2. Sub-ordinate Theme: Abundance of Inner Joy 

Another sub-ordinate theme that was present here was the internal enjoyment, peace, calm, and gratitude which 
participants sensed they achieved from their meditation practice. Meditation was phenomena which the participants 
took pleasure in and connected them with feelings of positivity. Participants shared that they generally felt calmer and 
more grateful in their daily lives, and overall, were happier. 

Furthermore, participants expressed how they had more capacity to appreciate things in their lives including others. 
Some participants spoke more on gratitude of things in nature, the things that they have and can do, while others spoke 
more on being grateful for others. Gratitude begins with being truly aware of the presence of a particular thing so that 
one can appreciate it as an end. 

Narratives further showed that through meditation, participants were able to observe the correspondence of things, 
specifically the big and the small, which made it easier to appreciate little things. This thankfulness of little things was 
prevalent in the proliferation of small acts of kindness, as well as deeds in the workplace. 

As evidenced in the literature, meditation leads participants to feel calmer and more peaceful, they have more cognitive 
capacity to attend to things with an attitude of gratitude [33]. This makes sense considering the research on meditation 
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points towards higher levels of gratitude. Meditation allows one to feel calm, and being calm leads to opportunity for 
gratitude, which further leads to happiness and positive emotions. 

3.1.3. Sub-ordinate Theme: You and I in the Here and Now 

A commonly touched upon theme was feelings of being more present in day-to-day activities and interactions with 
others. Attending to the present moment is something commonly associated with meditation and is a skill of 
mindfulness that meditation enhances. Participants voiced how they can be mindful in their interactions with others 
and can observe social engagements in a non-reactive manner. 

The narratives indicated that people become very present during their meditation practice and that this type of 
awareness carries on into daily life, for example when preparing food, tasting food, listening in conversation, and with 
performing sport. This could be because individuals connect with their breath and body during meditation leading them 
to feel more present, which then becomes more accessible and transferable to everyday scenarios. This is plausible 
considering that existing research suggests that meditation increases the mindfulness of the flow of present experience 
without becoming attached or placing judgements upon actions [34]. Being aware of the present moment in a mindful 
way is a skill which the participants are practicing through meditation.  

3.2. Super-ordinate Theme: “Quieting the Mind to Hear the Heart” 

3.2.1. Sub-ordinate Theme: The Mind-Space 

Participants voiced an altered experience of feeling a greater space with which meditation provided. For them, the 
experience of this new, internal space allowed them to see things more rationally, from different perspectives, and make 
decisions more objectively. Furthermore, participants shared that they had a larger perspective on life, on others, and 
on their behaviors and values which provided them with greater meaning. Participants appeared to have discovered a 
deeper, intellectual understanding of the ontological aspects of their experiences of reality, being the passing of thoughts 
and feelings, and the impermanence of the material world. 

What was particularly intriguing, was that participants’ phenomenological understanding of impermanence was only 
made experientially clear to them after meditating. For example, participants’ experiences reflected understanding that 
meditation sharpens the intuition of acknowledging and observing one’s passing thoughts, emotions, and sensations 
that arise in a practice session. This is an internal recognition of the stream and flow of sensory, intellectual, and 
emotional faculties which are then recognized in larger concepts and observances of life using the other senses. As some 
research suggests, meditators broaden the boundaries of sense-perception [35]. 

3.2.2. Sub-ordinate Theme: Soul-Searching Journey 

A pattern found among meditation experiences was the participants’ evolving journeys with meditation and in 
becoming more familiar with who they were. Participants seemed to have a better overview on their emotions, beliefs, 
and thoughts, and could self-identify in more positive ways. 

Participants shared experiences of the benefits of meditation which is a realization of self [36]. This may be because 
through their meditation practice, they had more time to introspect by themselves without being distracted by others’ 
perceptions. Therefore, they could identify with their inner self. Overall, meditation helped them have a better 
perspective of themselves and the space that meditation provided expanded their self-identification. Participants also 
shared feelings of how their self-esteem had improved by viewing themselves as more than they thought they were 
prior to meditation. They could be experiencing the positive effects of meditational states on altering consciousness and 
identity as some research suggests [37]. Their meditation could be allowing for more profound reflections to arise. This 
is something which participants shared about their practice, saying that the increase in space created more positive self-
perceptions.  

Another finding that links to identity was the sense of detachment from the ego that participants had experienced. This 
detachment was not always a good feeling but could also feel alienating. These contraries, the natural rhythm of the self 
and the reactive processes of society, seemed to lead to a detachment from the world. This could be both positive and 
negative depending on the situation. ‘Who am I?’ is one of the most existential questions one can ask oneself and 
meditation seems to be one of the best ways to exploring the answer. Participants appeared to have listened to their 
own self-perception rather than being defined by how they thought others perceived them.  

3.3. Super-ordinate Theme: The Holistic Experience 
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3.3.1. Sub-ordinate Theme: Breathing Deeper to Benefit the Body 

A fundamental part of the experience of meditation is the focus on the breath. The breath is a voluntary and involuntary 
activity happening automatically and manually and often serves as the anchor-point in the meditator’s attention. 
Furthermore, the breath seems to be the entrance into opening the meditative state. The breath also acts as a tool to 
connect the mind with the body, as it is something that happens automatically making participants feel more connected 
to themselves and their natural breath cycle. All participants reported focusing on their breath during meditation, which 
served as an anchor-point. Furthermore, most participants shared that meditation had positively impacted their 
physical health. Meditation seemed to benefit their functioning and acted as a self-care method which helped them as 
social individuals in their daily lives. They said that they felt much lighter since meditating and after a practice. This 
suggests that experiencing blockages and tension in the body is something that feels heavy in the body and on the mind, 
something that meditation can alleviate. Bobby could be experiencing one of the reported effects of meditation being a 
sense of physical healing [38]. Connecting to their breath may be relaxing their entire body and creating a calming 
physical state. It also implies a profound effect that the breath has on one’s state of mind during meditation and how 
closely linked the breath is to meditation. Individuals’ connection to the breath allows them to shut out perceived 
stressors (such as expectations) and keep their awareness on the breathing body. This awareness and ‘losing 
themselves’ in the breath comes naturally and requires little effort, where they move from a state of ‘doing’ and ‘having’ 
to a natural state of ‘being’. Kabatt-Zinn [39] suggests that meditation is a way of being, and not a technique. It leads 
individuals to be relaxed and feel safe in their body as not much conscious attention is needed to react to sensory stimuli, 
but rather just to be focused on the breath.  

Finally, participants shared that people in the modern world had become used to a new type of consciousness which 
was fast-paced, reactive, and sometimes artificial. Meditation seemed to be a treatment to the effects of modern society 
and a way of becoming more in touch with oneself. This could be due to embracing a mindfulness attitude of ‘letting go’ 
which has been widely reported to benefit physical functioning, relax the body, and connect the body with the mind in 
the present moment [40, 41, 42]. This allows them to become connected with their body in the here and now, slowing 
down bodily processes which benefits them both physically and mentally. In this context, the breath appears to be an 
essential part of meditation and a necessary component of ‘getting into’ the meditation experience. This could be 
explained as the breath revealing the association with one’s default ground of being – being a breathing organism, and 
therefore identifying less with the constructed social self that society reflects.  

3.3.2. Sub-ordinate Theme 2: Mental Prosperity  

A feature that was commonly alluded to by the participants in this study was that meditation gave them a sense of 
greater mental clarity. This clarity was often experienced during the meditation and continued into their daily lives. 
Their lived experiences highlight that meditation slows down the automatic, reactive processing that individuals usually 
reasons from, which leads to distractions, stress, and fear from external stimuli. Once they have meditated to become 
calmer, participants reported to start to see things more clearly, for longer, and with greater receptivity rather than 
aversion [43]. When they are less reactive, they have more time to think and choose how they wish to respond 
accordingly.  

Meditation was important for participants in this study because they felt without it, they could have lost their sanity due 
to the stressful circumstances in which they were living. This indicates the degree to which meditation can assist as a 
coping strategy for stress. The reason meditation was central to individuals’ in their daily lives could be aligned to the 
research on how meditation is being used as a tool for mental health and stress support [44]. Considering the 
circumstances that some participants were in at the time, it is logical that meditation is something vital to maintain 
effective functioning and optimism. This point further resonates with the fact that meditation informed parenting as a 
self-care method for participants to remain emotionally stable.  

3.3.3. Sub-ordinate Theme 3: Raising the Spirit 

Meditation has historically been linked with religious traditions and spiritual growth. A common theme that was 
observed here was that participants were either interested in spirituality before meditating (and considered themselves 
spiritual) or had become interested in spirituality since meditating. Participants mentioned that meditation was a 
spiritual activity, and it was a way of attaining higher consciousness. Others spoke about God. Some described their 
practice as becoming closer with themselves. And others said that they had become more aware of a universal love, 
consciousness, and/or positive energy which was discovered through their evolving practice. Meditation proved useful 
as a tool for growth in all areas of life. This aided work-life balance and skills development.  
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Data from this study also suggested that experiences and interpretations of spiritual concepts such as awareness, 
liberation, enlightenment, higher consciousness, unity, and detachment were heightened through meditation. This 
awareness of transient powers and energy beyond the natural and material was something shared among all 
participants. Finally, participants reported experiencing heightened feelings of spiritual well-being through meditation 
because people can feel connected to a transcendent power and experience an interconnected unity of all living things 
[45]. This connection can ultimately increase knowledge at an intuitive level, as well as fill one with a sense of peace and 
tranquility with connections beyond the usual spatial boundaries.  

4. Discussion  

Meditation practice appeared to have a positive impact on sense of self in this study. However, a wide body of the 
existing literature on meditation proposes it is in the forgetting of self during a session that proves to be beneficial [46, 
47, 48]. Participants in the present study experienced a self-forgetfulness when they meditate, which in turn positively 
influenced their sense of self and identity. Epstein [49] wrote that experienced Buddhist meditators often report the 
dissolution and suspension of self, known as ‘anatman’, during a meditative experience. The results of this study 
emphasize this through the participants reports on how they experienced self-forgetfulness when meditating, yet since 
meditating they generally had a better perception of themselves. This can be translated to mean that during meditation 
and following a session there is more consciousness as there is experience of vitality and self-forgetfulness. According 
to Sainsbury [50] consciousness is operating from a quickening of life and experiencing a heightening of vitality. Upon 
interpretation, it is ‘losing itself’ in the act, which is found in the participants’ experience of meditation. On the other 
hand, self-consciousness is associated with less activity and vitality and more reflection. According to Mead’s [17] theory 
of symbolic interactionism, the ‘I’, being the self’s immediate experience involved in action and reaction. Self-
consciousness would be the ‘Me’, which is only when the participant begins to reflect on self, and the attitude of others. 
A way of interpreting the benefits of the participants’ meditation is the dissociation of self during their practice. This 
eventually would have a positive sense of self-perception when they would reflect on their ‘self’. Though this is 
phenomena which is reported, more qualitive research would be useful to explore the ‘consciousness’ and ‘self-
consciousness’ links with meditation.  

The participants’ practice fits the five criteria of Cardoso et al. [5] operational definition of meditation as outlined in the 
introduction. This involved a technique, the breath as the focused anchor point, a self-induced state, muscle relaxation 
and logic suspension. Jerath et al. [51] illustrated that meditation shifts the autonomic nervous system from a 
sympathetic to a predominantly parasympathetic state of awareness. This results in physical changes and impacts 
consciousness to reduce stress and increase a mind-body connection. Participants shared that they felt calmer, more 
relaxed, and less stressed about things they thought were unnecessary. These results meant that their decrease in stress 
due to daily meditation was an important feature of what attracted them to their practice.  

The implications of these findings are that experiencing meditation, by focusing on the breath and connecting with the 
body could be a beneficial intervention to promote social health and relationship quality. This could be a recommended 
practice for those experiencing feelings of isolation, alienation, and social exclusion. The significance of compassion and 
understanding in close relationships is clear, which are feelings that frequent meditation can enhance. Furthermore, the 
results suggest that meditative practice helps to reduce perceived stress and anxiety and promote self-esteem regarding 
topics such as identity. This is an important aspect to note for stress-coping and the overall satisfaction and 
psychological wellbeing reported to have elevated daily life and social engagements. Finally, daily meditation was a 
factor in positive self-perception suggesting it to be a useful method for overcoming negative mindsets and attitudes. 
Overall, daily meditation appeared to be a positive habit for participants in this study, and for some, profound and 
lifechanging.  

5. Conclusion 

This study revealed eight sub-ordinate themes that were categorised into 3 super-ordinate themes regarding daily 
meditation and its impact on the sense of self. Meditation was regarded a positive activity that influenced self-perception 
and social health. The implications of this are that meditation may serve as a powerful intervention to support social 
health issues such as identity, exclusion, and alienation by increasing feelings of compassion and understanding for 
others. There are indications that relationship quality could improve a result of daily meditation. Future 
recommendations for studies would be to conduct longitudinal phenomenological research on the effects of long-term 
meditation on the sense of self and on social connections. A cross-cultural study would be useful to observe the 
environmental and cultural effects on an individual’s practice. And a mixed-methods study could provide data on 
internal, individual experiences of meditation, as well as the external, collective impact it might have. There is much 



World Journal of Advanced Research and Reviews, 2024, 22(03), 1810–1821 

1819 

more on meditation, the self, and social health that could be explored, which calls for more research in this field of 
enquiry.  

Compliance with ethical standards  

Acknowledgements  

Authors would like to thank those who took part in this study.  

Disclosure of Conflict of interest  

The authors declare that there is no conflict of interest.  

Statement of ethical approval  

Ethical approval was obtained from the Research Ethics Committee at Regent’s University London.  

Statement of informed consent 

Informed consent was obtained from all individual participants included in the study.  

References  

[1] Awasthi B. Issues and perspectives in meditation research: in search for a definition. Consciousness Research 3, 
2013. Available from https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2012.00613 

[2] Rao KR. Applied yoga psychology: studies of neurophysiology of meditation. Journal of Consciousness Studies 18, 
2011. 

[3] Brown KW, Ryan RM. The benefits of being present: Mindfulness and its role in psychological well-being. Journal 
of Personality and Social Psychology 84, 2003. 

[4] Dispenza J. Your brain and meditation, demystifying the mystical, and the waves of your future: Breaking the 
Habit of Being Yourself. London, Hay House Publishers, 2012. 

[5] Cardoso R, de Souza E, Camano L, Leite JR. Meditation in health: an operational definition. Brain Research 
Protocols 14, 2004.  

[6] Roassano M. Did meditating make us human? Cambridge Archaeological Journal 17, 2007.  

[7] Peoples HC, Duda P, Marlowe F W. Hunter-gatherers and the origins of religion. Human Nature 27, 2016. 
Available from: https://doi.org/10.1007/s12110-016-9260-0. 

[8] Hussain D, Bhushan B. Psychology of Mediation and Health: Present Status and Future Directions. International 
Journal of Psychology and Psychological Therapy 10, 2010.  

[9] Daniels FS, Fernhall B. Continuous EEG Measurement to Determine the Onset of a Relaxation Response during a 
Prolonged Run. Medicine and Science in Sports and Exercise 16, 1984.  

[10] Manocha R. Why meditation? Australian Family Physician 29, 2000.  

[11] Lynch J, Prihodova Lm Dunne PJ, O’Leary C, Breen R, Carroll A, Walsh C, McMahon G, White B. Mantra mediation 
programme for emergency department staff: A qualitative study. BMJ Open 8, 2018.  

[12] Chiesa A, Serretti A. Mindfulness-based stress reduction for stress management in healthy people: a review and 
meta-analysis. The Journal for Alternative and Complementary Medicine 15, 2009. Available from: 
https://doi.org/10.1089/acm.2008.0495. 

[13] Vollestad J, Sivertsen B, Nielsen GH. Mindfulness-based stress reduction for patients with anxiety disorders: 
Evalutation in randomized controlled trial. Behavious and Research Therapy 49, 2011. Available from: 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.brat.2011.01.007. 

[14] Toneatto T, Nguyen L. Does Mindfulness Meditation Improve Anxiety and Mood Symptoms? A Review of the 
Controlled Research. The Canadian Journal of Psychiatry 52, 2007. Available from: 
https://doi.org/10.1177/070674370705200409. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.brat.2011.01.007
https://doi.org/10.1177/070674370705200409


World Journal of Advanced Research and Reviews, 2024, 22(03), 1810–1821 

1820 

[15] Unsworth S, Palichki SK, Lustig J. The impact of mindful meditation in nature on self-nature interconnectedness. 
Mindfulness 7, 2016. Available from: https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-016-0542-8. 

[16] Singh T, Kaur P. Effects of meditation on self-confidence of student-teachers in relation to gender and religion. 
Journal of Exercise Science and Physiotherapy 4, 2008.  

[17] Mead GH. The Self. Mind, Self and Society. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1934.  

[18] Kierkegaard S. The Sickness unto Death. Penguin Books: London, 1849. 

[19] Ilundain-Agurruza J. José Ortega y Gasset: Exuberant Steed. Sports, Ethics, and Philosophy 8, 2014. 

[20] Watts A. The Book on the Taboo against Knowing Who You Are. Penguin Random House. New York, 1966.  

[21] Baumeister RF. The Self: Advances Social Psychology: the State of the Science. Oxford University Press, 2019.  

[22] Lindahl JR, Britton WB. ‘I have this feeling of not really being here’: Buddhist meditation and changes in the sense 
of self. Journal of Consciousness Studies 26, 2019. Available from: 
https://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/imp/jcs/2019/00000026/f0020007/art00008 

[23] Kohls N, Esch T, Gerber L, Adrian L, Wittmann M. Mindfulness Meditation and Fantasy Relocation in a Group 
Setting Leads to a Diminished Sense of Self and an Increased Present Orientation. Behavioural Sciences 9, 2019. 
Available from: https://doi.org/10.3390/bs9080087. 

[24] Rosaen C, Benn R. The experience of transcendental meditation in middle school students: a qualitative report. 
Explore 2, 2006. Available from: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.explore.2006.06.001. 

[25] Miller JP, Nowaza A. Meditating teachers: a qualitative study. Journal of In-Service Education 28, 2006.  

[26] Mackenzie MJ, Carlson LE, Munoz M, Speca M. A qualitative study of self-perceived effects of mindfulness-based 
stress reduction (MBSR) in a psychosocial oncology setting. Stress and Health 23, 2006. Available from: 
https://doi.org/10.1002/smi.1120.  

[27] Sparby T. Body, Soul and Spirit: An explorative qualitative study of arthrosporic meditation and spiritual practice. 
Religions 11, 2020. Available from: https://doi.org/10.3390/rel11060314. 

[28] Bourne V, James AI, Wilson-Smith K, Fairlamb S. Qualitative approaches in psychological research: 
Understanding quantitative and qualitative research in psychology: a practical guide to methods, statistics, and 
analysis. Oxford University Press, 2021. 

[29] Eatough V, Smith J. Interpreative phenomenological analysis: The SAGE handbook of qualitative research in 
psychology. In C. Willig & W Stainton-Rogers, 2008.  

[30] Smith J, Flowers P, Larkin M. Interpretative phenomenological analysis. Sage, 2009.  

[31] Navarrate J, Campos D, Diego-Pedro R, González-Hernández E, Herrero R, Banos RM, Cebolla A. Compassion-
Based Meditation Quality Practice and Its Impact on the positive Attitudes Toward Others. Mindfulness 12, 2021. 
Available from: https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-021-01652-2. 

[32] Frewen PA, Evans EM, Maraj N, Dozois DJA, Partridge K. Letting Go: Mindfulness and Negative Automatic 
Thinking. Cognitive Therapy and Research 32, 2008. Available from: https://doi.org/10.1007/s10608-007-
9142-1. 

[33] Strohmaier S, Jones FW, Cane JE. One-Session Mindfulness of the Breath Meditation Practice: A Randomized 
Controlled Study of the Effects on State Hope and State Gratitude in the General Population. Mindfulness 13, 2022. 
Available from: https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-021-01780-9. 

[34] Bernstein S. Being present: Mindfulness and nursing practice. Nursing 49, 2019. 

[35] Ataria Y. Where do we end and where does the world begin? The case of insight meditation. Philosophical 
Psychology 28. 2015. Available from: https://doi.org/10.1080/09515089.2014.969801. 

[36] Turnbull MJ, Norris H. Effects of Transcendental Meditation on self-identity indices and personality. British 
Journal of Psychology 73, 1984. Available from: https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-8295.1982.tb01790.x. 

[37] Waelda L. Dissociations and Meditation. Journal of Trauma and Dissociation 5, 2004. Available from: 
https://doi.org/10.1300/J229v05n02_08. 

[38] Davis QR. Mindful Meditation: Healing Burnout in Critical Care Nursing. Holistic Nursing Practice 22, 2008.  

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-016-0542-8
https://www.ingentaconnect.com/content/imp/jcs/2019/00000026/f0020007/art00008
https://doi.org/10.3390/rel11060314
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10608-007-9142-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10608-007-9142-1
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2044-8295.1982.tb01790.x
https://doi.org/10.1300/J229v05n02_08


World Journal of Advanced Research and Reviews, 2024, 22(03), 1810–1821 

1821 

[39] Kabat-Zinn J. Meditation-It’s Not What You Think. Mindfulness 6, 2015. Available from: 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-015-0393-8. 

[40] Shonin E, Van Gordon W. Managers’ Experiences of Meditation Awareness Training. Mindfulness 6, 2015. 
Available from: https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-014-0334-y. 

[41] Robinson P. Meditation: Its Role in Transformative Learning and in the Fostering of an Integrative Vision for 
Higher Education. Journal of Transformative Education 2, 2004. Available from: 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1541344603262317. 

[42] Millon G, Halewood A. Mindfulness meditation and countertransference in the therapeutic relationship: a small-
scale exploration of therapists’ experiences using grounded theory methods. Counselling and psychotherapy 
research 15, 2015. Available from: https://doi.org/10.1002/capr.12020. 

[43] Cahn RB, Delorme A, Polich J. Event-related delta, theta, alpha and gamma correlates to auditory oddball 
processing during Vipassana meditation. Social Cognitive and Affective Neuroscience 8, 2013. Available from: 
https://doi.org/10.1093/scan/nss060. 

[44] Jiwani Z, Lam SU, Davidson RJ, Goldberg SB. Motivation for Meditation and Its Association with Meditation 
Practice in a National Sample of Internet Users. Mindfulness 12, 2022. Available from: 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-022-01985-6. 

[45] Berkovich-Ohana A, Glicksohn J. Meditation, Absorption, Transcendent, Experience, and Affect: Tying It All 
Together Via the Consciousness State Space (CSS) Model. Mindfulness 8, 2017. Available from: 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-015-0481-9. 

[46] Crichton K. Liminality of the body: a theological reflection on singing and kenosis. Practical Theology 12, 2019. 
Available from: https://doi.org/10.1080/1756073X.2019.1600841. 

[47] Day K. Mindful playing: a practice research investigation into shakuhachi playing and meditation. 
Ethnomusicology Forum 31, 2022. Available from: https://doi.org/10.1080/17411912.2021.2025121. 

[48] Haimerl CJ, Valentine ER. The effect of contemplative practice on intrapersonal, interpersonal and transpersonal 
dimensions of the self-concept. The Journal of Transpersonal Psychology 33, 2001. 

[49] Epstein M. The deconstruction of the self: ego and “egolessness” in Buddhist insight meditation. The Journal of 
Transpersona Psychology. 1988.  

[50] Sainsbury G. Bio-mechanic theory of knowledge. The Theory of Polarity G P. Putnam’s Sons: London, 1927.  

[51] Jerath R, Barnes VA, Dillard-Wright D, Jerath S, Hamilton B. Dynamic change of awareness during meditation 
techniques: neural and physiological correlates. Sec. Cognitive Neuroscience 6, 2012. Available from: 
https://doi.org/10.3389/fnhum.2012.00131. 


