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Introduction

For more than 50 years, researchers have studied the phenomenon 
of young children reporting purported past-life memories (PLMs).1 
�e vast majority of this work was pioneered and carried out by 
psychiatrist Ian Stevenson, at the University of Virginia. Stevenson 
investigated more than one thousand cases and published numerous 
articles and books presenting detailed case studies and typical features 
of this phenomenon (Stevenson, 1974; Stevenson, 2001). Most of the 
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cultural or language barriers, which may have impacted previous 
follow-up research.
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normal integration of thoughts, feelings, and experiences into their 
stream of consciousness and memory” (Bernstein and Putnam, 1986). 
Two distinct types of dissociation have been described (Irwin, 1999). 
Milder nonpathological dissociative experiences can include 
experiences of psychological absorption, and they are thought to 
be manifestations of a dissociative trait that occurs on a continuum. 
More severe experiences, on the other hand, can indicate the potential 
presence of a dissociative disorder (e.g., dissociative identity disorder). 
On the DES, participants rate how o�en they experience 28 examples 
of daily life occurrences (when they are not under the in�uence of 
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Quantitative data on effects and 
importance of the childhood experience of 
alleged PLMs

Table  1 summarizes descriptive data related to the e�ect, 
importance, and impact of the alleged PLMs in di�erent domains, 
based directly on participants’ responses to multiple-choice 
questions. Parental attitudes toward the memories in childhood 
were retrospectively perceived as positive by most participants. 
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participants. Some participants who reported that the experience had 
no e�ect on their lives spoke matter-of-factly about it.

One 57-year-old woman said:

I did not dwell on the issue as I grew up. I was a child and pushed 
the memories to the back of my mind and never dwelled on it. My 
mom did not make a big deal of it and so I did not also. I have 
gone years at a time without even thinking of it.

Another 57-year-old woman said:

“Past life memories were what they were - a part of me. �ey did not 
shape who I am today nor did they shape any of my life choices.”

One recurring theme in multiple responses from participants 
regarding the positive impacts of alleged PLMs on their lives was the 
presence of an open-mindedness toward a broader, perhaps more spiritual, 
view of life and a deepened sense of purpose. A 48-year-old man said:

“�e whole idea of it has made me open-minded about a lot of 
things that some would consider paranormal or whatever. I do not 
consider these things to be weird.”

Additionally, he expressed a conviction that “the connections that 
we have in this lifetime are part of something larger; they do not exist in 
a vacuum” and that “we are all part of something larger.” A 59-year-old 
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of general psychiatric patients scoring 30 or higher would qualify for 
a DID diagnosis, and this percentage is likely lower in unselected 
normal populations. In this sample, 4 participants (19% of participants 
for whom personality data was available) had DES scores of 30 or 
above. �e two largest values (51.4 and 51.8), although not statistical 
outliers, are both higher than two standard deviations above the 
average DES. Both participants reported having been diagnosed with 
or treated for depression and anxiety and one of them additionally 
reported autism, ADHD, and OCD diagnoses.5

Fantasy proneness in this sample was slightly higher than in samples 
from unselected normal populations (Ws range: 46.5–58.5; ps range: 
0.04–0.11), but lower compared to a sample of fantasy role players; 
however, this di�erence was not signi�cant (W = −38.5; p = 0.19). In 
terms of subjective happiness, the participants were on par with 
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regarding reincarnation. �e majority (65.2%, 15) of participants 
endorsed a belief in reincarnation, while an equal percentage (17.4%, 
4) either reported being uncertain or responded negatively. Notably, 
these rates of endorsement of reincarnation are considerably higher 
than the 27% of Americans who hold such beliefs, as reported by Pew 
Research Center (2023).

Discussion

�is study presents a follow-up assessment of American adults 
who were interviewed as children about their alleged past-life 
memories. Results indicate that the adults who expressed these 
memories as children lead normal, productive lives with families, 
relationships, and jobs across the spectrum of responsibilities and 
incomes. Among this sample of adults, there was very little evidence 
of self-reported detrimental impact of this experience in adulthood. 
�eir educational attainment was high, with 13 of the 23 reporting 
either undergraduate or graduate degrees. Overall, these �ndings are 
consistent with the previous follow-up studies in Lebanon and 
Sri Lanka that reported that adults with alleged childhood PLMs led 
normal lives (Haraldsson, 2008; Haraldsson and Abu-Izzedin, 2012). 
Additionally, participants in the Sri Lankan study reported higher 
educational attainment compared to peers (Haraldsson, 2008), 
consistent with our �ndings in the current sample.

On average, the participants of the current study did not 
report major detrimental effects that they attribute to this 
experience. The rate of reported negative impacts in this sample 
was slightly lower than that observed in the Lebanese sample 
(Haraldsson and Abu-Izzedin, 2012), and considerably lower than 
in the Sri Lankan sample (Haraldsson, 2008). The rate of self-
reported remembrance of the alleged PLMs in this American 
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Psychological profile of American adults 
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likelihood that the alleged PLMs will impact some individuals 
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