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Abstract

This dissertation explores the long-term influences of a profound experience with
nature—an experience that shifts an individual’s view of or relationship with the natural world.
Significant life experience research investigates the associations between formative experiences
in nature and resulting environmental concern and action, including both singular events and
repeated experiences. In the case of a single, memorable experience with nature, little is known
about the long-term effects of these experiences or how individuals use the associated memories
in their lives. This research investigates these questions through semi-structured interviews with
twenty-one adults who had a profound experience with nature, exploring how they make sense of
their experience, the meaning they attribute to it, and the role it served in their lives. Thematic
analysis was used to identify, analyze, and interpret the interview data. The findings demonstrate
that a single profound experience with nature can have long lasting and significant effects on an
individual. The associated memories serve self, social, and directive functions, including
strengthening a sense of self, redefining relationships with people and nature as a whole, and
promoting environmental decisions and behaviors. Findings also reveal a potential fourth use of
memory: developing and appreciating relationships with other-than-humans. Understanding
these long-term influences and uses of a profound experience with nature have implications for
environmental educators, ecopsychologists, and memory scholars.

Keywords: profound nature experiences, significant life experiences, memory function
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THE POWER OF A PROFOUND EXPERIENCE WITH NATURE

Chapter 1: Introduction

Many times in my life I have found myself in awe of the natural world—captivated by
the beauty of nature, enamored by the grandness of my surroundings, and deeply connected to
something bigger than myself. My deep and intimate relationship with the natural world
stemmed from a moment in the rain almost 20 years ago. I remember the moment like it was
yesterday. While on a short walk, rain began to fall and, instinctively, I stopped walking and
stood motionless. As I watched the raindrops splatter around me, I felt as if time stood still.
Immense joy and love flooded my body, resulting in an inner peace I had never felt previously
and have only felt a few times since. My body felt simultaneously calm and alive. I was
awakened to the beauty of the natural world and the interconnections of all living things.

The memory of my moment in the rain is present within me, and I have told the story
countless times. By sharing my story, I have learned that others have had similar experiences. It
was this realization that led to my yearning to understand this phenomenon, especially its lasting
effects. Before beginning this dissertation research, I turned to popular environmental literature
to learn from some of the great environmentalists and conservationists who wrote about their
memory of a profound experience with nature. The lasting effects and influences of these
experiences are evident in their writing.

Aldo Leopold, a naturalist, forester, and the “father of ecological science,” recalls an
encounter looking into the eyes of a dying wolf in his 1949 book, 4 Sand County Almanac, and
Sketches Here and There. He writes,

We reached the old wolf in time to watch a fierce green fire dying in her eyes. I realized

then, and have known ever since, that there was something new to me in those eyes—

something known only to her and to the mountain. I was young then, and full of trigger-
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itch; I thought that because fewer wolves meant more deer, that no wolves would mean

hunters’ paradise. But after seeing the fierce green fire die, I sensed that neither the wolf

nor the mountain agreed with such a view. (pp. 129-130)

The full implications of Leopold’s experience were not revealed until many years later. In the
fall of 1936, Leopold and a friend spent two weeks in the Sierra Madre Occidental in northern
Mexico where he first encountered wilderness untouched by humans. He observed a healthy
ecosystem with flora and fauna in balance and game and predator populations thriving (Leopold,
1937). The time in the Sierra Madre solidified his changing view of wildlife management that
had started years earlier when he looked into the eyes of the dying wolf. Leopold’s profound
experience with nature ultimately transformed his understanding of healthy ecosystems, his
career as an educator, and how he managed his family farm.

Another example comes from writer, naturalist, and activist Janisse Ray. In her book,
Ecology of a Cracker Childhood, Ray (1999) shares her life story of growing up in South
Georgia. She writes fondly of her fifth and sixth-grade science teacher, Lucia Godfrey, who
nurtured Ray’s love of the natural world. Ray recalls one experience on the playground when
Mrs. Godfrey introduced her to beautiful pine trees:

Out of all her science lessons, that one on the playground, not only did I never forget but

remember as vibrantly as if it happened last week. I learned that nature wouldn’t ridicule

you, would let you play. Oblivious, it went about its business without you, but it was

there when you needed some gift, a bit of beauty: it would be waiting for you. (p. 214)
Here, Ray’s respect for, connection with, and love of nature are evident in her writing as she

vividly recalls a specific moment that forever deepened her appreciation for the natural world.
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In her book H is for Hawk, Helen Macdonald (2014) shares her story of heartbreak over
the unexpected death of her father. She describes how she felt more hawk than human while
hunting with her goshawk, Mabel. Macdonald (2014) writes, “Hunting with the hawk took me to
the very edge of being a human. Then it took me past that place to somewhere I wasn’t human at
all” (p. 195). Recounting her internal struggles with taking a life when hawking, Macdonald
(2014) writes:

But the regret wasn’t that I had killed an animal. It was regret for the animal. I felt sorry

for it. Not because I felt I was better than the animals. It wasn’t a patronizing sorrow. It

was the sorrow of all deaths... And a sharp, wordless comprehension of my own

mortality. Yes I will die. (p. 197)

Macdonald’s (2014) experience taught her not only about death, but also about life:

Of all the lessons I’ve learned in my months with Mabel this is the greatest of all: that

there is a world of things out there: rocks and trees and stones and grass and all the things

that crawl and run and fly. They are all things in themselves, but we make them sensible
to us by giving them meanings that shore up our own views of the world. In my time with

Mabel I’ve learned how you feel more human once you have known, even in your

imagination, what it is like to be not. (p. 275)

Through their medium, these environmental writers have demonstrated the sustaining effects of a
meaningful and memorable experience with nature.
Understanding Profound Experiences with Nature

At this time in human history, it is important to understand how individuals come to

value their relationship with the natural world. Significant Life Experience (SLE) research,

grounded in the field of environmental education, is one area where scholars investigate how
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time spent in nature contributes to the preparation of individuals who “take action for the
environment” (Chawla & Derr, 2012, p. 527). This research has gathered and analyzed multiple
experiences in nature: those that occur during informal play and exploration, environmental
education programs, or wilderness programs, and both singular events and repeated experiences.
Although scholars have recently begun to investigate a single, memorable experience with nature
(Caston, 2014; Merrick, 2008), little is known about the long-term effects of these experiences or
how individuals use the memories in their lives. SLE research would benefit from understanding
how such a single event has the potential to encourage care, concern, and action for the planet.

This dissertation research addresses this issue, seeking to better understand how a
singular, meaningful experience defines an individual’s self-awareness of his or her relationship
with nature, changes social relationships, and directs environmental decisions and behaviors. In
this dissertation, I will refer to these experiences, which shift an individual’s view of or
relationship with the natural world, as a profound experience with nature. This term builds on
others used to describe similar experiences by scholars of religion, psychology, philosophy,
recreation, and environmental education. I chose to use a new umbrella term in order to
encompass the variety of transformative nature experiences previously researched by others,
while also leaving open the possibility of new forms of profound occurrences experienced by my
study participants. A profound experience with nature and a profound experience will be used
interchangeably in this dissertation.

This open definition encompasses both direct and indirect experiences with nature. In this
study, direct experiences encompass activities occurring outdoors in a natural setting in which an
individual is experiencing nature directly with their senses. Indirect experiences include those in

which an individual is exposed to nature in an abstract way, such as indoors in a classroom,
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through a film or book, or via other forms of media with an environmental theme. While direct
experiences with nature are more often reflected in the literature, indirect experiences are also
present and warrant further exploration. For example, Merrick (2008) documented three
experiences she referred to as intellectual epiphanies; these were each a “non-place-based
progression in which participants were exposed to new information (in these cases, text) that
allowed them to adjust the way they viewed nature and their relationship with nature” (Merrick,
2008, p. 43). These indirect experiences led to changes in environmental perceptions and
behaviors (Merrick, 2008). Similarly, SLE research documents how indirect experiences with
nature shape environmental attitudes, values, and behaviors (Chawla, 1999; Gunderson, 1989;
James, 1993; Palmer, 1993; Peters-Grant, 1986; Sward, 1996). This study is inclusive by
allowing participants to reflect upon the memories of both direct and indirect experiences with
nature. This decision is strengthened by the three participants who described indirect experiences
with nature, yet also expressed the profound and lasting effects of their experiences.

The profound experiences recounted in this study are unique, personal, and become a
memorable part of each participant’s life experience. In other words, they are autobiographical
memories (Kihlstrom, 2009; Kopelman & Kapur, 2001; Tulving, 2002). Historically, memory
research focused on how memory worked rather than understanding its usefulness (Bluck &
Alea, 2002; Bluck, 2009). In the late twentieth century, however, scholars began to delve into
memory function research and have identified three functions of memory: self, social, and
directive (Bluck & Alea, 2002; Kihlstrom, 2009; Pillemer, 1992). This broad area of research
investigates how individuals use memories of past events in their lives.

My research introduces the memory function framework into SLE, considering how

individuals use the memory of a profound experience with nature in their lives. No previous
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study has used the memory function framework in such a way and my research aims to address
this critical knowledge gap by revealing how a profound experience with nature influences
people’s lives, with special attention given to the three functions of memory. While grounded in
the functions already defined by the memory function literature, my analysis remains open to
discovering other possible ways in which people use their memories of a profound experience.
Purpose of Research

To explore how individuals make sense of their profound experience, the meaning they
attribute to it, and the role it served in their lives, I interviewed twenty-one adults who had a
profound experience with nature. Specifically, the purpose of my research is to explore the
following questions:

1. How do individuals describe the influences of their profound experience with nature?
2. How have individuals used their memories of their profound experience with nature?
3. What functions do these memories serve?

My findings will contribute to SLE research by considering if and how a singular
memorable experience can encourage environmental care and concern. The findings may also
inform memory function scholars about how memories of a profound experience with nature can
be used beyond the three established functions.

Structure of Dissertation

In chapter 2, I explore the literature concerning profound experiences, significant life
experiences, and memory function. I begin by discussing phenomena researched in the
disciplines of psychology, philosophy, and environmental education that have similar
characteristics to a profound experience with nature. I consider how the various terms used to

describe these experiences are defined, how they relate to and differ from each other, and why I
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use a new umbrella term in this study. I provide an overview of SLE and posit my own research
in this field. Next, I discuss memory, focusing specifically on autobiographical memories and the
various functions that they serve. I close the chapter by bridging research on profound
experiences, SLE, and memory function to address how each helped to inform my research.

Chapter 3 focuses on my research design. I discuss my data collection methods, including
how I solicited and selected participants for the study, the interview protocol used, and how I
determined data saturation. I describe the process of inductively analyzing the interview data
using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) thematic analysis method, combining this with deductive
analysis to determine how my data fit into the memory function framework. I close chapter 3 by
describing the validity of my research methods and ethical considerations.

In chapter 4, I offer the results of the study, beginning with brief summaries of each
profound experience with nature recounted by participants. Next, I describe the impacts of these
experiences as reported by participants. I identify four major themes that emerged from inductive
analysis of the data, using segments from the interviews as illustration. I also present the data in
the context of memory function to describe how participants have used the memory of their
profound experiences with nature in their lives, and discuss other findings that emerged from my
analysis.

In the last chapter, I situate my findings in the current literature, theory, and research. I
organize this discussion in terms of the four major themes identified in Chapter 4, comparing
these themes to the three functions of memory. Based on this discussion, I argue that a profound
experience with nature can serve self, social, and directive functions, including strengthening a
sense of self, redefining relationships with nature and others, promoting decisions and behaviors,

and a potential fourth use of developing and appreciating relationships with other-than-humans. I
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address the implications of this finding, as well as the limitations and biases I encountered during
the course of my research. Finally, I offer suggestions for future research in this area in hopes of

garnering a greater understanding of lasting effects of a profound experience with nature.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

To address my research questions, I conducted an extensive literature review to explore
the intersection between profound experiences and memory function. Grounding my study in
memory function offers new insights into how a profound experience can define an individual’s
self-awareness, encourage social relationships, and direct future decisions and behaviors, while
also allowing me to remain open to new ways in which people use the memories.

This chapter contains four sections. First, I delve into the multidisciplinary literature on
related experiences to situate my research within the broader field of profound experiences.
Next, I ground my work within SLE research and the memory function literature, the avenues
through which I explore profound experiences with nature. The final section describes how I
integrate these three areas of literature into my research framework.

Profound Experiences Research

In my quest to understand the lasting influences of a profound experience with nature and
how individuals use the memory of the experience in their lives, I conducted a multidisciplinary
literature review. What I found is descriptions and characteristics of phenomena similar to those
of a profound experience with nature.

An early account of a phenomenon with similar qualities to a profound experience was
James’s (1929) description of conversion. James described conversion as an experience in which
an individual felt a sense of personal transformation and illumination, virtually a rite of passage,
“from the child’s small universe to the wider intellectual and spiritual life of maturity” (p. 196).
James also wrote of mystical experiences, which he described as states of consciousness with
characteristics of ineffability, noetic quality, transiency, and passivity. For an experience to be

ineffable, it must be directly sensed, rather than imparted or transferred. The noetic quality refers
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to the sense of enlightenment and significance felt by the individual, while transiency refers to
the experience passing quickly. Finally, during a mystical experience, an individual feels as if an
outside force acted upon them.

James’s (1929) description of personal transformation during conversion and mystical
experiences is similar to Miller and C'de Baca’s (2001) description of quantum change, which is
characterized by vividness, surprise, benevolence, and enduring change. While the authors did
distinguish between two types of quantum change, insightful and mystical, both result in
enduring personal transformation.

Related to personal growth and transformation, Maslow (1964) used the term peak
experience to describe moments in which individuals reach their highest individual potential or
self-actualization. Maslow sought to understand what triggers peak experiences, what happens
during the moment itself, and the after effects, describing 25 aspects of peak experiences related
to psychological growth, motivation, and values. Maslow’s characteristics of seeing the universe
as a unified whole and feelings of wonder, awe, reverence, humility, surrender, and even worship
before the greatness of the experience are similar to James’s (1929) descriptions of conversion
and mystic experience. Likewise, the after effects of a peak experience include a new view of
self, a desire for more peak experiences, openness to greater spontaneity, and a renewed belief in
a purpose for living (Maslow, 1968).

Another form of personal transformation described in the literature is an epiphany
(Jauregui, 2007; McDonald, 2008). Similar to the above terms, epiphanies are unexpected
personal and enduring transformations. Individuals can experience a sense of transcendence
during an epiphany, resulting in a transformed sense of self, often in the presence of new insights

(Jauregui, 2007; McDonald, 2008).
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While nature may trigger the experiences in the above studies, it is not an essential
component as it is with a profound experience with nature. Other researchers have explored
similar phenomena associated with the natural world to understand the triggers and after effects
of such experiences (Brymer, Downey, & Gray, 2009; Caston, 2014; Cohen, Gruber, & Keltner,
2010; Davis, 2016; Keltner & Haidt, 2003; Merrick, 2008; Perrin et al., 2018; Williams &
Harvey, 2001).

Transcendent experiences are one such experience that can be triggered by the natural
world. A transcendent experience is “a moment of extreme happiness; a feeling of lightness and
freedom; a sense of harmony with the whole world; and moments, which are totally absorbing
and which feel important” (Williams & Harvey, 2001, p. 249). A study of people who live or
work in or visit forests addressed the forms of transcendence that occur in this natural setting and
the role of the physical environment in influencing these experiences (Williams & Harvey,
2001). The findings reveal two forms of transcendence in forests: diminutive and deep flow
experiences. Diminutive experiences were less relaxing and involved fascination with a single
compelling element of the environment. Deep flow experiences were more relaxing and
associated with multiple foci rather than a single element of the environment. The physical
environment of a forest ecosystem is significant in shaping transcendent experiences, yet further
research needs to explore other natural settings and the after effects of such experiences.
Similarities exist between diminutive experiences and deep flow experiences and a profound
experience with nature, yet the studies of these two forms of transcendence have been limited to
forest ecosystems. Readers will find profound experiences with nature occurring in terrestrial

and aquatic ecosystems.
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A recent study (Davis, 2016) empirically tested for a link between transcendent nature
experiences and positive environmental engagement. An online survey first assessed whether and
how nature-based transcendent experiences and associated qualities, such as awe, contribute to
environmental behaviors based on personal values. Next, the effects of emotional responses to
awe-inspiring nature videos on environmental behaviors after reading a climate change message
were determined. The initial findings indicate that transcendent nature experiences, especially
those with a quality of awe, can contribute to positive environmental behavior (Davis, 2016).

The link between awe and positive environmental behavior furthers the work of earlier
studies of awe (Keltner & Haidt, 2003). Awe was found to consist of two central themes:
perceived vastness and a need for accommodation. Vastness is defined as “anything that is
experienced as being much larger than the self, or the self's ordinary level of experience or frame
of reference,” whereas, accommodation “involves a challenge to or negation of mental structures
when they fail to make sense of an experience of something vast” (Keltner & Haidt, 2003, p.
304). Of significance to my study, Keltner and Haidt (2003) suggest that natural objects can
elicit awe, and individuals who experience awe in nature feel a sense of diminished self, a letting
go of preconceived notions, and the possibility of a higher power.

Both transcendence and awe (Davis, 2016; Keltner & Haidt, 2003) are limited because
they only encompass positive moments, while some moments with the potential to change an
individual’s view of or relationship with the natural world can be negative (see Joseph’s
description of his witnessing the destruction of a baby bird nest in chapter 4). I wanted the
participants in my study to express their own emotions related to their experience.

Two other highly emotional experiences—spiritual transformations and experiences of

profound beauty—were the focus of Cohen et al.’s (2010) study. Analysis of written narratives
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reveals several similarities with previous work, including a sense of awe, emphasis on
“circumstances” rather than self, and a desire for understanding. However, distinctions also exist.
Spiritual transformation included “greater uncertainty, obstacles, problems, and turmoil” and
“more negative effects, such as guilt, pain, sadness, and worry” (Cohen et al., 2010, p. 134).
Participants also gained an understanding of “self, the world, and a sense of purpose,” resulting
from a spiritual experience, but not from experiences of profound beauty (Cohen et al., 2010, p.
134). Similar to profound experiences with nature and related phenomena, both spiritual
transformations and experiences of profound beauty have the potential to change an individual
permanently.

In the field of outdoor recreation, Brymer et al. (2009) conducted a large hermeneutic
phenomenological study on how extreme sports practiced in a natural setting act as a precursor to
environmental sustainability. The researchers collected data from 15 extreme sports participants
in the form of interviews, biographies, videos, papers, and journals. They determined that
extreme sports participants feel connected to nature, which leads to a “desire to care for the
natural world and contributes to more environmentally sustainable practices” (Brymer et al.,
2009, p. 193). Similarly, a transformative experience with nature (Caston, 2014) was found to
significantly alter a person’s life and relationship with nature, leading to behaviors more in tune
with the natural world and “processes in which one is immersed” (p. 108).

The studies on extreme sports practiced in natural settings and transformative experience
with nature share a similar aftereffect to one found in the present study. While none of these
studies intentionally sought a link between their phenomenon of interest and changes in
environmental behaviors, participants in all three studies did recount positive changes toward the

environment after their experience. A requirement of the Brymer et al.’s (2009) study was that
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participants must have engaged in “independent sports where the most likely outcome of a
mismanaged mistake or accident is death” (p. 194). While this focus on extreme sports
participants is limited and does not apply to the participants in my study, the findings support a
change in the human-environment relationship similar to those of this study. Similarly, a
transformative experience with nature must “significantly influence a person’s self-perception in
relation to the environment” (Caston, 2014, p. 3). This definition limits those potential
participants who may not recognize the significance of their experience on their relationship with
the natural world. It may be during the interview when they recall the memory and how it
affected them that they fully grasp how the experience changed them.

With a specific focus on wild animal encounters, Perrin et al. (2018) sought to explore
the emotional responses and potential lasting impacts of such an encounter. Study participants
most often reported initial feelings of fear after a wild animal encounter. Yet interestingly,
respondents also reported feeling a sense of interconnectedness and greater respect for the
natural world after such an experience. The study of wild animal encounters (Perrin et al., 2018)
is exclusive to those experiences which involve human-animal interactions, yet the findings
support those of this study. In both studies, participants do report feeling a connection to and
greater respect for the natural world after their experience.

Further supporting the significance of the natural world in shaping profound experiences
is work on environmental epiphanies (Merrick, 2008). An environmental epiphany, an
experience in which one’s relationship “to nature shifts in a meaningful way” (Merrick, 2008, p.
23), has characteristics similar to those described in related phenomena. An environmental
epiphany can occur over a range of ages, at all times of day, and in all seasons. It is ineffable, a

fleeting moment or sense of time standing still, and is sudden and surprising. Individuals who
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experienced an environmental epiphany report subsequent changes in environmental values,
attitudes, or behaviors.

Five distinct types of environmental epiphanies were described in the literature: aesthetic,
intellectual, realization, awakening, and connectedness (Merrick, 2008). Aesthetic epiphanies
tend to be associated with a place. Common with this type of environmental epiphany is the
presence of an object (or objects) of interest, and these frequently are in the presence of
significant others or groups. Intellectual epiphanies are sudden, often evoking “aha” or “eureka”
feelings, and are associated with an object such as part of a text or other written material. During
a realization epiphany, individuals become aware of a previously known but not fully grasped
concept, often while engaged in unusual activities or in novel places. Awakening epiphanies are
described as an individual experiencing a “new awakening or vividness” as if he or she “had
been asleep before the experience,” and tend to be life changing (Merrick, 2008, p. 57). Finally, a
connectedness epiphany is one in which an individual feels connected to nature or something
more significant than oneself, and entails “mystical and spiritual qualities” (Merrick, 2008, p.
59).

Much overlap exists between an environmental epiphany and a profound experience with
nature. Merrick (2008) did not define what she meant by “meaningful manner,” and I did not
want participants to feel excluded by the term “meaningful.” Likewise, participants may perceive
the natural world differently after a profound experience but may not recognize outward changes
in their interactions with nature. Merrick’s (2008) definition of an environmental epiphany may
encapsulate both the view of and relationship with the natural world, yet because it is not

explicitly stated, it cannot be assumed that this is the case.
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Finally, in the field of environmental education, scholars have sought to understand the
formative experiences occurring in nature over individuals’ lifetimes that influence them to
commit to care and concern for the environment (Chawla, 1998a; Chawla, 1998b; Chawla, 1999;
Palmer & Suggate, 1996; Palmer, Suggate, Robottom, & Hart, 1999; Tanner, 1980). SLE
research has gathered and analyzed multiple experiences in nature, both singular events and
repeated experiences. As explored in greater depth in the following section, I situate my research
in the field of SLE, adding a new emphasis on a singular influential experience with nature that
changes an individual’s view of or relationship with the natural world.

It is evident from the discussion above that much overlap exists between the terms used
in the literature. While no study has yet attempted to compare and contrast the various terms,
Duerden et al. (2018) created a framework to address designed or structured experiences.
Designed or structured experiences have “definable beginning and ending points, durations
ranging from a few seconds to a few hours, proceed uninterrupted by other activities, and are
deployed (structured) through planned encounters” (Ellis, Freeman, Jamal, & Jiang, 2017, p. 4).
While two of the profound experiences with nature described in this study occurred while
participating in a structured experience (Erin’s internship on the organic farm and Julie’s group
camping experience), it was not my intent to seek profound experiences that occurred during a
structured activity; however, I do feel the framework proposed by Duerden et al. (2018) is worth
reviewing as it is the first attempt [ have discovered which attempts to categorize experiences.

Two distinct types of experiences were categorized: subconscious experiences and
conscious experiences. A subconscious experience is “an experience where the objective
elements fail to attract and hold an individual’s attention sufficiently to produce a subjective

reaction,” and a conscious experience is “an experience where the objective elements attract and
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hold an individual’s attention sufficiently to produce a subjective reaction” (Duerden et al., 2018,
p. 200). Conscious experiences can be ordinary, everyday occurrences, or extraordinary,
infrequent events (Bhattacharjee & Mogilner, 2014). Three subtypes of extraordinary
experiences were offered: memorable, meaningful, and transformative. Each of these subtypes of
extraordinary experiences captivates an individual and produces a strong emotional response.
The distinction lies in the individual learning something “significant and personally relevant” in
the case of a meaningful experience, and undergoing “personal changes in values, beliefs,
intentions, or self-perceptions” in transformative experiences (Duerden et al., 2018, pp. 206—
208).

Reflecting on Duerden et al.’s (2018) conceptual framework and my review of literature
related to profound experiences, I have gained a deeper understanding of how the previously
described terms are defined and relate to and differ from one another. Table 1 outlines the key
characteristics and emotions associated with previously described terms. As depicted in the table,
each experience has the characteristics of the vividness of the moment and personal
transformation felt by individuals. While negative emotions were observed in two of the
experiences, feelings of happiness were associated with all of these phenomena. Also significant

among these experiences was a sense of enlightenment and enduring effects.
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Table 1
Characteristics and Emotions Associated with Related Studies
Type Peak Mystical  |[Conversion [Awe Spiritual Extreme Sports [SLE Quantum |(Epiphany |Environmental{Transcendent 'Wild Animal
experience |experiences Experience in Nature Change [Epiphany Experience [Encounters
Author(s) [Maslow James James Maslow (1964) [Cohen, et al. Brymer, et al. Tanner [Miller & [McDonald [Vining & Roy (2001) Perrin, et al.
(1964) (1929) (1929) Keltner & Haidt [(2010) (2009) (1980)  |C'de Baca |(2008) Merrick Williams & Harvey [(2018)
(2003) Chawla |(2001)  |Jauregui  |(2012) (2001)
(1998b) (2007) Davis (2016)
Characteristics
Personal transformation X X X X X X X X X X X
(psychological/ spiritual)
Vivid/real/definite/ X X X X X X X X X X X X
memorable
Profound beauty/aesthetic X X X X X X X X
Sudden onset/surprise/ X X X X X
unexpected
Fleeting/transient X X X X X X
Enlightening/ X X X X X X X X X X
illuminating/insight into
truths/meaning of things
Enduring results/resolve X X X X X X X X X X X
Ineffable/cannot be X X X X X X X
expressed with words
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19

High involvement/ deep
concentration/

cffortless/absorbing

Peak/realization of one’s
true identity/ self-

actualization/ fulfillment

Sense of spiritual

reality/transcendence

Passivity/feeling as if

being acted upon

Emotions

Happiness/positive

Amazement/wonder/awe

Ego-transcending/

Humility/ greater than self

Peace/harmony/unified X
whole/ connection

Freedom/lightness/ loss of

fear and anxiety

Negative emotions X
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My research interest lies in understanding those experiences which are prompted by the
natural world. While several phenomena discussed above are associated with the natural world, |
wanted to use a general term that encompasses the varieties of different experiences described in
the literature while also leaving open the possibility for discoveries. The term I chose to
encompass the variety and abundance of extraordinary experiences occurring with nature is a
profound experience with nature. As described in chapter 1, I define a profound experience with
nature as an experience with nature that shifts an individual’s view of or relationship with the
natural world. This umbrella term supports and extends previous studies of related experiences.

I left the definition general to allow participants to define their experiences in their way.
It was important to me to not set boundaries around how participants defined their own profound
experience with the natural world. For some, the moment may have been intense, powerful,
emotional, or new. For others, their experience could have occurred in a place they had visited
many times or while doing something familiar.

I chose the term “profound” to describe these experiences because they are just that. They
can be powerful, intense, enlightening, meaningful, unexpected, and memorable. The Merriam-
Webster dictionary (2019) defines profound as 1) having intellectual depth and insight; 2)
difficult to fathom or understand; 3) extending far below the surface; 4) coming from, reaching
to, or situated at a depth; 5) characterized by intensity of feeling or quality; and 6) all-
encompassing: complete. Profound can mean something different to each one of us. For the
participants in this study, the memory of their profound experience with nature changed and
defined the way they view themselves, their relationships with others and with nature, their

behaviors, and in some cases, their entire lives.
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Each of the previous studies contributed to the knowledge about profound experiences.
While a few studies casually addressed the long-term implications of the experience (Merrick,
2008; Caston, 2014, Perrin et al., 2018), no study specifically explored the lasting effects of a
profound experience with nature or what functions the memory serves for those individuals who
experience this phenomenon. My research emphasizes a singular influential experience with
nature, its long-term effects, and how individuals use the memory. I ground my work within the
field of SLE to understand the potential of a profound experience with nature to significantly
change an individual’s perception of and relationship with the natural world.

Significant Life Experience Research

Tanner’s (1980) research into the types of formative experiences in nature that led to
conservation work as an adult was the catalyst for many future studies. He used what he called “a
letter” to staff and officers of selected conservation groups asking for an autobiographical
statement identifying formative influences, demographic information, and a resume documenting
conservation work. Since this original study, researchers have engaged in various methods of
inquiry and expanded the diversity of the sample populations, yet the findings have remained
consistent, as described below.

Similar to Tanner (1980), Palmer & Suggate (1996) and Palmer et al. (1999) used
questionnaires in the United Kingdom, and Australia and Canada, respectively, to research SLEs.
These studies asked respondents to provide demographic information, details of their
environmental practices and behaviors, and an autobiographical statement identifying influences
and experiences on this behavior. Using a different approach, Chawla (1999) conducted a
phenomenological study with 30 environmentalists in the United States and 26 in Norway to

record participant’s self-understanding of their significant life experiences. These foundational
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studies demonstrated that early experiences in nature had a vital role to play in environmental
behavior, but the mechanisms of this influence were not well established.

To understand why childhood experiences in natural places and the importance of role
models who show appreciation for the natural world have lasting effects on individuals who
work to promote environmental sustainability, Chawla (2007) proposed a framework based on
the principles of ecological psychology and object relations theory. Four principles of ecological
psychology are relevant in understanding the role of childhood experiences in creating lasting
environmental concern. One is an emphasis on agency, which refers to the ability of an
individual to move freely and explore the surrounding world. Perceptual learning, the idea of
exploring and noticing new information in one’s surroundings, is also pertinent to understanding
how time spent in nature as a child affects environmental care and concern. Another principle,
the value of organizations, acknowledges the importance of people gathering together in a shared
space for a shared purpose. The fourth principle of ecological psychology is direct, firsthand
experience in the natural world (Chawla, 2007).

To further understand the importance of time spent in nature during childhood and its
effects on future environmental care and concern, it is important to understand the presence of
adults during formative experiences. Adults give attention to the environment, express care for
the natural world, disapprove of negative behaviors toward the environment, and express joy
during time outdoors (Chawla, 2007). Furthermore, object relation theory considers when an
adult shows sincere interest in the child and objects of interest such as the natural world, the
child eagerly embraces it. Together, these two theories, ecological psychology and object
relation theory, complement one another and offer a new framework for understanding how

children develop into adults who show care and concern for the natural world.
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A development model that identifies four critical periods of development offers another
perspective for understanding the process in which children develop into environmentally
involved people (James, Bixler, & Vadala, 2010). The first stage of development consists of
direct, unstructured informal play and exploration in natural areas. Typical of this stage are
unsupervised experiences, fantasy play, and searching and collecting behaviors (James et al.,
2010). Adults, while not actively involved in this stage of development, are of importance
because they allow children the freedom, space, and time to explore. Stage two involves less
child-directed play and more traditional outdoor recreation activities with individuals beyond the
immediate family and peers, and exploration expanding geographically beyond the immediate
home and vicinity. During the third stage, individuals spend less time with immediate family
members and instead engage in social relationships around natural history, ecology, and ethology
activities. Individuals are intellectually stimulated by outdoor environments, take on more adult-
like roles, such as volunteering or work, and explorations are spatially more extensive and last
for longer periods of time (James et al., 2010). During the fourth stage of development,
individuals solidify and embrace their identity as an outdoors or environmental person. Their
social network has grown beyond family and childhood friends and has expanded to include
Natural History, Ecology, and Ethology (NHEE) professionals and peers. While the focus of
James et al. (2010) study was NHEE high achievers, the results do support the findings of
previous SLE research, including the importance of unstructured time spent outside as a child
and the presence of an environmental role model.

New directions in SLE research. Since Tanner’s (1980) original study, SLE researchers
have enlarged and redefined this area of research. In her 2006 review of research methods to

investigate significant life experiences, Chawla (1998b) recommends ways in which researchers
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could improve SLE studies. The studies below have employed some of these suggestions by
expanding geographically to all parts of the globe, implementing new research methods and
frameworks, enlarging the purpose of the research, incorporating comparison groups, and
broadening study samples to include others besides professionals working for environmental
care.

Social practice theory (Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1998) was used as a
framework to explore the lasting impacts on environmental identity from former participants at
three nature-based programs in Colorado. While the theory proved to be effective at
understanding how individuals develop a ‘social environmental identity,” or identification with
an environmental group (Kempton & Holland, 2003), time in nature is also necessary to form an
ecological identity (Williams & Chawla, 2016).

Offering the SLE field a unique geographic and cultural perspective, Li and Chen (2015)
identified the significant life experiences of Chinese college students involved in environmental
commitment: time spent in nature in childhood, involvement in organizations, witnessing
environmental destruction, education, and positive role models. In a group of less
environmentally active college students, Li and Chen (2015) identified participation in
environmental organizations, formal educational experiences, nature experiences, and life
principles as influential in the formation of environmental action, yet argue that the formation
process is complex and accumulative.

The field of SLE research has begun to explore the formative experiences of climate
change educators and activists (Fisher, 2015; Howell & Allen, 2016). Using internet-based
research methods, Fisher (2015) engaged in exploratory life memory research to understand how

young people understood their path to climate activism. Participants reported consciously
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committing to engage in action for climate change, concerns for nature and social justice, and
committing to the climate change movement itself. This research contributed to the SLE
literature, because little research has been conducted on the life trajectories of youth climate
activists. Likewise, data collection using voice chat and instant messaging is a novel method in
SLE research. Lastly, Fisher’s (2015) study sample included youth from 14 countries across the
globe, including Minority World and Majority World countries, geographically expanding the
field of SLE research. Similarly, findings of an online survey with individuals engaged with
climate change education and mitigation indicated that childhood experiences in nature were not
a significant influence for participants (Howell & Allen, 2016). Instead, social justice concerns
were found to inspire action toward climate change.

Broadening the study samples of SLE research, Place (2016) used historical interpretive
research methods to explore the impact of early life experiences in the natural world on five
historical environmental/conservation figures. The findings indicate that the factors most
consistent with the development of environmental and conservation views are time spent in
nature in childhood, a family role model, and education. These findings are consistent with the
most significant findings of previous SLE research.

A questionnaire distributed to 656 Israeli adults examined the cognitive, affective, and
behavioral aspects of environmental literacy, which the authors argue focuses on “actual
environmental behavior and not just knowledge of the subject” (Levy, Orion, & Leshem, 2018,
p. 307). Environmental behavior was found to be influenced by both cognitive (knowledge
components and thinking skills) and affective (attitudes and perceptions toward the environment)

factors. This study is unique and contributes to the SLE literature in that it considered the role of
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personal and social motives in environmental behavior and consisted of Israeli working adults,
an underrepresented sample in SLE research.

Recognizing that little research explored what happens to an environmentally committed
individual’s relationship with nature over time, Cagle (2018) sought to understand how the
nature experiences of 12 faculty members of the environment at Duke University changed
throughout their lives. Cagle (2018) identified two new concepts that extend the SLE literature.
Participants described a change in the amount of time spent in nature and the quality of the time
spent in nature during their lives, resulting in participants feeling sadness or a desire to spend
more time in nature (Cagle, 2018). This study sought to understand the differences and
commonalities of experiences in nature over the lifetimes of environmentally committed
individuals. The study expands the SLE field by encouraging other researchers to seek new
avenues of research.

Also working within higher education, Prévot, Clayton, & Mathevet (2018) distributed a
questionnaire to 919 French students of diverse academic curricula to understand the role of
environmental education at university and previous personal characteristics on individual
environmental identity. They conclude that time spent in nature plays an important role in the
development of individual environmental identity, as well as in future life trajectories such as
academic pursuits and jobs. These results support the findings of previous SLE studies. Of
importance to SLE research, this study included students from different curricula with varying
ecological emphasis, hence incorporating a comparison group, which Chawla (1998b) suggested
was a weakness of past SLE studies.

Using both qualitative and quantitative research methods, including surveys and

ethnographic observations, D’ Amore and Chawla (in press) review the SLE research since its



THE POWER OF A PROFOUND EXPERIENCE WITH NATURE 27

inception, in addition to theories of child development. The study evaluates participants and
leaders of family nature clubs and the short-term effects of these formative experiences with
nature. D’ Amore & Chawla’s study offers a new insight into how a collective social experience,
such as a family nature club, has the potential to “build a foundation for the next generation to
form its own connection with nature and know how to act to protect the natural world” (p. 33).

Most significant findings. The goal of SLE research is to understand the formative
nature experiences that are most influential in launching future environmental interests. As the
research in this field has developed and expanded over the years, the findings have remained
consistent. Participants describe the most influential experiences shaping their environmental
attitudes, values, and behaviors, including outdoor experiences during childhood, participating in
organized groups, family vacations, trips to environmental education or nature centers,
memorable teachers or classes, books, and witnessing the destruction of a beloved natural space.
Chawla (1998b) summarized the significance of consistent findings when she wrote, “The fact
that the same cluster of results emerge under most conditions suggests that, across countries and
cultures, people understand the sources of their environmental attitudes and actions in similar
ways” (p. 361). Interestingly, a recent study (Howell & Allen, 2016) found the most important
indicator for taking action for climate change is concern for social justice issues, rather than
biospheric ones. This indicates that SLE scholars need to be open to the possibility of new
formative influences on environmental action.

Critique of SLE research. Chawla (1998b) extensively reviewed the research methods
used to investigate SLE and outlined numerous strengths. One strength is the qualitative nature
of the research allowing scholars to explore “the emotional and interpretive side of

environmental experience” to fully grasp the entirety of it (p. 361). This qualitative work include
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the use of open-ended methodologies, which allow respondents the time to consider their
responses. It often employs a lifespan perspective as participants are asked to recall formative
experiences in nature that may have occurred decades ago. With almost 40 years of research, the
SLE field has grown and expanded from Tanner’s (1980) pioneering research. Studies are
becoming more diverse and focusing on women, as well as people from different countries,
cultures, and ethnic backgrounds (Chawla, 1998b). There is a new interest in understanding how
individuals of varying age groups interpret their formative experiences in nature, and efforts have
been made to design longitudinal studies.

While the strengths of SLE research are numerous, the field also has areas in which it can
improve. One such area needing improvement is the inconsistency in questions, criterion
measures, and categories of analysis in existing studies. To address this inconsistency, Chawla
(1998b) recommends that future researchers place emphasis on responsible environmental action
rather than merely concern, develop tools to measure levels of concern and activism, and, when
possible, use consistent questions. Chawla (1998b) also recommends the use of consistent
categories of analysis and criterion measures to ensure intercoder reliability. To account for the
lack of control for multiple mentions per respondent of formative experiences, Chawla (1998b)
recommends researchers report the average number of formative experiences described during
the interview. Chawla (1998b) stresses the importance of recognizing the interpretive function of
memory and suggests researchers integrate the research on autobiographical memory into future
studies. Finally, SLE researchers need to recognize the “power of memory to interpret and
construct life identities” (Chawla, 1998b, p. 370). This last point is of utmost importance to my
study because the participants are the only ones who genuinely understand the profundity of their

experience and the after effects of it.
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Reflecting on my research and its potential contributions to the field of SLE research, it
incorporates five of Chawla’s (1998b) recommendations for improving SLE studies. First, this
research uses consistent questions across all 21 interviews, which are based on questions used in
previous studies of related phenomena (Liddicoat & Krasny, 2014; Merrick, 2008). Second, I
account for intercoder reliability by including two external coders in the data analysis process.
Third, unlike other SLE studies, I did not limit my study sample to include only individuals
committed to environmental care and protection. My study participants work in diverse
professions such as optometry, physical therapy, education, parks and recreation, clinical
psychology, and self-employment, among others. Fourth, I recorded the age at which individuals
recall having a profound experience with nature. Finally, unique to my study, I incorporated
research on memory use and the functions of autobiographical memory resulting from a
profound experience with nature.

Below, I delve into the memory literature related explicitly to autobiographical memories
and memory function to garner a basis for understanding how individuals describe the long-term
effects of a profound experience and how they use the memory of it in their lives.

The Concept of Memory

Memory is the act of remembering or the ability to recall previous events or experiences.
Cognitive psychologists once compared memories to computer files, essentially bits of data only
accessed when needed (Schacter, 1996). Now, memory is recognized for much more than the
ability to remember the past. Schacter (1996) writes,

[Memory] is composed of a variety of distinct and dissociable processes and systems...

Acting in concert, these memory systems allow us to accomplish the tasks of our daily
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lives while also supplying our intellect and emotions with ideas and feelings from the

past that allow us to act with purpose and live rich emotional lives (p. 5).

While an in-depth study of memory research is beyond the scope of this dissertation, it is
relevant to briefly examine the different types of memories before focusing specifically on
autobiographical memories and the functions memories serve.

Types of Memories. Memory scholars distinguish between two kinds of memories: short-
term memories (STM) and long-term memories (LTM). Short-term memory is based on
temporary electrical activity within the brain, whereas LTM is based on the development of more
permanent neurochemical changes (Hebb, 1949). As research in memory progressed, LTM was
further divided into nondeclarative (implicit) memories and declarative (explicit) memories.
Nondeclarative memories describe implicit memories that do not require conscious thought, such
as motor skills, perceptual skills, cognitive skills, habit formation, and “other knowledge that is
expressed through performance rather than recollection” (Squire & Zola-Morgan, 1998, p. 233).

Similarly, Baddeley (2001) and Baddeley, Eysenck, and Anderson (2009) defined
declarative memories as those memories that a person can retrieve at will, whereas
nondeclarative memories are not recalled consciously. Declarative memories can be further
distinguished between semantic memories, those memories about general knowledge, and
episodic memories, which are tied to specific events (Baddeley, 2001; Baddeley et al., 2009).

In my research, I studied episodic memories associated with profound experiences with
nature. The basis of my decision to study memories of a particular phenomenon is the fact that
the experience can be considered a single experience with specific episodic memories associated
with it. The memories recounted in this study are personal and unique to each individual, in

essence, an autobiographical memory.
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Personal memory, personal event memory, and autobiographical memory. Episodic
memories related to one’s personal experiences have been most often referred to in the literature
as personal memories, personal event memories, or autobiographical memories. Brewer (1988)
describes a personal memory as “a recollection of a particular episode from an individual’s
past... 'reliving’ of the individual’s phenomenal experience during the earlier episode” (p. 22).
Pillemer (1992) prefers to use the term personal event memory to describe a memory that
represents a specific event in one’s life. Nelson (1993) describes autobiographical memory as a
“specific, personal, long-lasting, and (usually) of significance to the self-system ... it form’s
one’s personal history” (p. 8). Kihlstrom (2009) describes autobiographical memories as not only
remembered events but also episodes related to oneself (“auto”) and which is part of one’s life
story (“biography”). For consistency, [ will use the term autobiographical memory throughout
my dissertation to describe those memories that are personal and tied to a specific event in one’s
past.

Why we remember. Memorable and impactful events are momentous, characterized as
having a “sense of importance, definiteness, and brevity,” and include trauma, first hearing the
news of a traumatic event, critical incidents, and moments of internal illumination or sudden
insight (Pillemer, 1998, p. 27).

Traumatic incidents are rare, but the effects are devastating. Some events, while not
experienced firsthand, can still be momentous when an individual hears of it for the first time.
These experiences are often shocking and can have enormous consequences, and can include a
natural disaster, results of political elections, the death of a prominent figure, or even a highly
anticipated sports event. Most momentous events are not traumatic or newsworthy but instead

occur within one’s normal flow of life events (Pillemer, 1998). These events are critical because
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they have the potential to inspire and influence a person’s life, such as through recognizing a
troubling aspect of one’s current life, big disappointments, and major life transitions. Insightful
momentous events are times in a person’s life in which new information is learned (whether
about one’s self or the world), are accompanied by strong feelings, and can be a turning point in
one’s life.

Pillemer (1998) reasoned that the personal circumstances occurring in one’s life at the
time of an event make the experience influential and memorable. These circumstances include
when and where the event occurred, and what the individual saw, felt, heard, and experienced at
the moment. He proposed that the memory representations of momentous events, which he
termed personal event memories, have the core characteristics of specific, detailed, sensory, a
particular moment, and truthful representation. Similarly, to understand why momentous events
are influential and have lasting effects, Caston (2014) reported that contributing factors, or what
was happening in an individual’s life at the time of a transformative experience with nature,
could help an individual understand the meaning of the experience.

Functions of autobiographical memory. Function refers to “the real-world usefulness
or adaptive significance of memory mechanisms” (Bruce, 1989, p. 45). Two separate yet related
meanings of “function” are discussed in the literature: adaptive significance and real-world
usefulness. The adaptive function explains how and why human memory evolved. Brown and
Kulik (1977) argued that “flashbulb” memories, those memories related to surprising and
significant events, serve an adaptive function by providing necessary information for personal
safety and survival. In contrast, Neisser (1988) suggested that the adaptive function of
autobiographical memories provides social and personal identity benefits: individuals use

flashbulb memories to understand and define their self-concept and social interactions as they
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relate to the event. Real-world usefulness focuses on how memories influence an individual’s
daily life (Bluck & Alea, 2002; Pillemer, 1992). Pillemer (2009) argued that “real-world
usefulness refers to the concrete memory operations performed in practical contexts and
everyday tasks...by mentally reliving events of past day” (p. 1194). My research relies on the
latter meaning of function, specifically how the memory of a profound experience with nature
influences an individual’s life.

Historically, memory research focused on how memory worked, with minimal emphasis
on understanding why memory works the way it does (Bluck & Alea, 2002; Bluck, 2009). It was
only in the late twentieth century that scholars began to delve into memory function research
(Liddicoat & Krasny, 2014). Since that time, much has been written about the functions
memories serve.

Pillemer (1992) suggested three distinct functions of memory: communicative, directive,
and psychodynamic. The communicative function entails the sharing of a personal memory with
another. In the directive function, memory is used as a guide in decision-making and it can affect
present and future behaviors (Pillemer, 1992). The psychodynamic function refers to the
emotional and psychological impact experienced by the one recounting the memory and the one
listening to the recollection. With a focus on psychotherapy, Pillemer (1992) noted that
remembering a past personal experience "triggers emotional expression, which provides an
opportunity to master the emotion and thereby lessen its nonconscious influence” (Pillemer,
1992, p. 248). Other memory scholars did not fully embrace Pillemer’s use of the term
“psychodynamic” and instead chose to use the term “self,” with an emphasis on self-continuity

or how a sense of self changes over time.


















