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Abstract 

 This study was motivated by the researcher's observations about Zen Buddhism 

practitioners and was grounded on previous research about contemplative practices and 

adult development. The purpose of the study was to understand whether Zen practice, 

beyond spiritual awakening, was also related to being even-minded and psychologically 

mature. The study hypothesis posited that a positive association existed between Zen 

practice and these variables whereby longer-term Zen experience would be related to 

higher level of equanimity and psychological development as understood by constructive 

developmental theories.  

 Through a cross-sectional design, the researcher looked at the relationship 

between these variables and explored the nature of the experience of change, if any, 

related to Zen practice. The study sample was a group of 10 Zen meditators categorized 

into two groups according to practice experience. Quantitative evidence gathered through 

the analysis of self-report measures of equanimity and assessments of level of 

psychological development in relationship to the meditators' length of Zen practice 

experience was used to explore the hypotheses. Qualitative data obtained through the 

analysis of semi-structured interviews about the practitioners’ experience of change 

related to Zen practice helped to illuminate findings from the quantitative analysis.  

 The results from the analysis led to mixed findings. The hypothesis that longer 

Zen practice experience was associated to higher equanimity was not supported by the  



analysis of equanimity measures. However, the findings from the interviews analysis in 

connection to equanimity were inconsistent with the quantitative results and revealed a 

different story. The hypothesis that longer Zen practice experience was associated with 

higher level of psychological development was supported by the results of the 

quantitative analysis. The findings from the interview analysis were consistent with the 

outcome that supported the association between length of Zen experience and level of 

psychological development. Nonetheless, these latter results  raise important questions 

such as what portion of level of development variability was accounted for by length of 

Zen experience, age or other confounding variables. The small sample size of study 

limited the possible statistical analysis required to solve these issues.  

 Using a larger sample size in future studies will allow for a stronger statistical 

analysis helping to further understand the association between length of Zen practice 

experience and psychological development as well as the existing discrepancies between 

quantitative and qualitative findings relating to equanimity. These issues remain an open 

challenge for future investigations. 
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

¨There are only two mistakes one can make along the road to Truth; not going all the 

way, and not starting¨ - Buddha 

 This study was initiated following the researcher's observations about Zen 

practitioners’ way of being and interacting. Individuals who practice Zen, a Buddhist 

approach to spiritual development, were perceived by the researcher as even-minded, 

balanced and mature. This led to a hunch that Zen training might be related not only to 

spiritual awakening, but also to developing an even-minded attitude towards experience 

and to being psychologically developed as understood by constructive developmental 

theories (CDTs).  

 According to these theories, (e.g. Cook-Greuter, 1999, 2004; Kegan, 1982, 1994; 

Loevinger, 1976) psychological development is the capacity of individuals to construct 

meaning from the reality around them, while transformation is the process of changing 

our perspective, or how we know (Kegan, 1982, 1994). These theories suggest that adults 

continue to grow psychologically over the course of their entire life span, progressing 

through a set of qualitatively differentiated stages of development when provided with 

the appropriate proportion of challenge and support to their current meaning-making 

system (Kegan, 1994). Research suggests that operating from higher levels of 
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development, that is, beyond conventional (i.e., post-conventional) allows the individual 

to better manage the complex demands of modern life (Kegan, 1982, 1994). However, 

despite the clear definition of advanced stages of development beyond conventional and 

its established benefits, evidence suggests that only a small proportion of individuals 

function at the later stages relative to those in the conventional tier (Cook-Greuter, 2013; 

Kegan, 1994). Therefore, if advanced stages of psychological development are possible, 

important, and uncommon, what activities can encourage developmental growth?  

 Over the last two decades, contemplative practices, and in particular different 

forms of Eastern meditation, have been associated not only with spiritual awakening but 

also with psychological growth. Existing writing has adopted a primarily theoretical 

approach (Alexander et al., 1990; Irwin, 2000; Shapiro et al., 2006, 2008b), while a few 

studies have taken an empirical approach (Chandler, 1990; McGarvey, 2010; Page, 2005; 

Torbert, 1994). These existing studies bring up questions about whether and to what 

degree specific practices, such as Zen, facilitate psychological growth.  

 Zen, a contemplative practice that originated in Japan, offers a path for personal 

transformation towards a new experience of the self and reality using a particular method 

of body-mind training (Kapleau, 1967; D. T. Suzuki, 1950, 1964; S. Suzuki, 1970). The 

Zen path proposes developing a new point of view moving through an invariable 

progression of qualitatively different stages of meaning-making as described in classic 

Zen works (Hisamatsu, 2011; Suzuki D.T., 1950). In addition, classic Buddhist texts 

support that meditation training, among other “boundless qualities” encourages 

developing equanimity (Thrangu Rinponche, 2002). According to psychologists, 
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equanimity is the development of a particular attitude towards experience characterized 

by "openness, curiosity and acceptance" (Bishop et al., 2004). This new even-minded 

attitude might be the result of a shift in perspective in relation to one's experience (Bodhi, 

2000). This change in perspective, fundamental to equanimity, is also an essential 

component of psychological development across the lifespan as understood by CDT’s 

(Kegan, 1982). Zen practice could therefore be hypothesized to support development and 

equanimity. To the researcher's knowledge, no previous study has specifically explored 

the relationship between Zen practice, adult development and equanimity. 

 In sum, following from the researcher’s observation of the characteristics of Zen 

practitioners, the benefits associated with higher stages of psychological development, 

the questions spurred by existing research on contemplative practices and adult 

development and the lack of studies relating Zen practice to adult growth and equanimity, 

this study attempted to explore a possible association between these variables in a 

community of lay Zen meditators in Spain. This study is valuable because of the interest 

in researching activities that may promote higher stages of development as well as the 

lack of studies specific to Zen meditation. The researcher speculates that Zen practice 

might facilitate a shift in perspective that CDTs deem central to adult development and to 

being even-minded. Understanding whether the practice of Zen meditation encourages 

adult growth and even-mindedness requires following practitioners over a long period of 

time, a task not possible within the limits of this project. Instead, exploring the 

association between length of Zen practice experience and these variables will be the 

focus of this research project. 
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Overview of the Current Study 

 The purpose of the current study was to explore the relationship between Zen 

practice, psychological development and equanimity by answering the following 

questions: 

1. The question of quantity: Is Zen practice associated with psychological development 

and equanimity? If so, is this a positive relationship where longer term Zen practice 

experience is related to higher levels of psychological development and equanimity? 

2. The question of quality: Do Zen practitioners experience change related to their Zen 

practice? If so, what is the nature of this experience of change? Is it connected to 

equanimity and psychological development? 

 To answer these questions, 10 Zen meditators were recruited categorized in two 

groups by Zen practice experience (advanced and beginners). They were then measured 

quantitatively on level of equanimity and psychological development. Equanimity was 

assessed using a self-report measure, the Non-attachment Scale (NAS; Sahdra, Shaver & 

Brown, 2010). Level of psychological development was assessed using a projective test, 

the Maturity Assessment Profile (MAP; Cook-Greuter, 2010). A comparison of each of 

these measures was established in the two groups. The purpose was to understand 

whether length of Zen practice experience contributed to explain, if any, the differences 

found in level of psychological development and equanimity. This quantitative evidence 
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was used to test the study hypotheses. In addition, using one-on-one semi-structured 

interviews, Zen meditators were asked about the nature of their experience of change, if 

any, related to Zen practice. The qualitative data gathered from the interviews was used to 

illuminate the findings of the quantitative analysis. 

Constructive-Developmental Theories 

 Since the founding of psychology, researchers have attempted to shed light on 

how individuals derive meaning from their existence and how this meaning evolves 

during their lifetime. Approaching this question from a variety of angles has given rise to 

a range of theories, each providing a different perspective. For instance, developmental 

stage theories (e.g. Erikson, 1950) have focused on challenges and roles associated with 

particular life periods, such as parenting and work; trait theories (e.g. Costa & McRae, 

1985) have relied upon typologies that describe personality differences among 

individuals; and finally, CDTs (e.g. Cook-Greuter, 1999; Kegan, 1982, 1994) have 

highlighted the structural differences in the way that individuals make meaning of 

experience. CDTs focus on the individual’s mental structure rather than its content, 

articulating how individuals respond to and perceive reality and how they derive meaning 

from it. Therefore, CDT’s provide a vantage point for understanding the experience of 

beginners and advanced Zen practitioners in regards to how they self-reflect about 

different aspects of their Zen practice and the change, if any, related to it. 
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 According to CDTs, the individual’s point of view develops over the course of his 

life span becoming over time increasingly complex and integrated (Cook-Greuter, 1999, 

Kegan, 1994). The constructive aspect supports that individuals are constantly engaged in 

the unconscious process of constructing and organizing their own reality, a capacity often 

referred as meaning-making (Kegan, 1988, 1994) or psychological development. The 

development aspect refers to the constant evolution or gradual change in the individual’s 

point of view or how he makes meaning of reality. The most important characteristics of 

the development process as understood CDTs is described through the following key 

points (Cook-Greuter, 2013): 

1. Individuals are constantly engaged in an active process of constructing ways of 

understanding themselves and reality around them. 

2. There are patterns or qualitatively different ways in which individuals make meaning 

that are shared and common to all people. These are referred as level of psychological 

development or developmental stages. 

3. Stages of development follow a particular fixed sequence. Reaching a more advance 

stage involves transcending and including the previous stage of development. 

4. In broad terms, it could be suggested that individuals do not regress in their progression 

through the stages of development. Once a particular stage has been reached, then the 

previous stage loses its organizing function but remains a perspective that is still 

accessible and can be reflected upon. 
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5. Given that later stages comprise all previous stages, later stages are more complex as 

they support more comprehensive ways of meaning making if compared to earlier 

stages. 

6. Moving from one stage to the next is triggered by meeting the limitations of the current 

meaning making structure. This can take place when the individual faces a challenging 

situation that to be solved requires an increased complexity in their point of view than 

the one he is operating from. 

7. An individual’s stage of development affects what he can notice, become aware of, 

describe, reflect upon and finally change. 

 This study uses Kegan’s Subject-Object Theory (1982, 1994) and Cook-Greuter’s 

(1999) revision of Loevinger’s Ego Development (1976) work. Kroger & Green, (2004) 

suggested that Loevinger’s and Kegan’s theories discuss a similar central construct—

namely, psychological development. Kegan's framework was used to analyze the nature 

of the experience of change of Zen practitioners while Cook-Greuter's latest version of 

her assessment instrument, the MAP, was used to measure level of development in the 

sample.  

Tiers of Development and Prevalence 

 While CDT theorist differ somewhat in the number and the description of the 

stages and use different assessment methods, there is general agreement about organizing 

development into 3 tiers —pre-conventional, conventional and post-conventional— 

(Kegan, 1994; Kohlberg, 1984). Each tier comprises several levels of development of 
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increasing capacity. In addition, Cook-Greuter (1999) discusses a fourth tier (i.e. post-

autonomous), which for the purpose of this study, will be included within the post-

conventional tier. A brief description about each tier can be found in the description 

below: 

1. Pre-conventional refers to the stages associated primarily with children under the age 

of 12. People who are functioning at the pre-conventional stages lack impulse control 

and are not able to operate as an adult in society (Kegan, 1994).  

2. Conventional refers to stages of development supported by mainstream Western 

culture. This is the tier from where most adults operate. It is characterized by 

individual's unconscious adherence to the society’s values and beliefs system (Kegan, 

1994; Cook-Greuter, 1999). 

3. Post-conventional refers to stages of development beyond the norm of adult 

development. This level is characterized by an increasing ability to integrate different 

perspectives (Kegan, 1994) and to recognize the constructed nature of reality (Cook-

Greuter 1999).  

4.Post-autonomous could be considered a subset of the post-conventional tier. It refers to 

stages beyond Loevinger's autonomous stage (Construct-Aware and Unitive) identified 

by Cook-Greuter (1999, 2013) and is discussed in a later section.  

 The prevalence percentages summarized in Table 1 show the scarcity of 

individuals operating at or beyond the post-conventional tier of development. 
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Table 1. Summary of Prevalence by Development Tier 

Kegan's Subject-Object Theory 

 Kegan (1982, 1994) developed a theory of adult development widely recognized 

and applied today in the fields of education, coaching, therapy and leadership 

development (Kegan & Lahey, 2001, 2009). His Subject-Object theory is based around 

the idea that the individual is defined by his capacity to make meaning of him self and the 

world around him. Kegan’s theory provides not only a sequence of five different stages of 

development but also an explanation of how the process of psychological development 

through stages takes place. 

 Kegan’s work suggests that the subject-object relationship is the organizing 

principle of the individual's meaning-making system. That is, how someone constructs 

reality depends upon what he is subject to and what is object to him. Subject refers to 

unconsciously held material or “what someone does not know that he does not know”. 

Tier Four Tiers of Development % of General Population

Tier 1 Preconventional 10 %

Tier 2 Conventional 75 %

Tier 3 Post-conventional 12 %

Tier 4 Post-autonomous < 3%

Source: Cook-Greuter (2013)
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Object, the opposite of subject, is what the individual can perceive, reflect upon, or take 

responsibility for. Transformation is the process of moving to object what was subject to 

the individual. In other words, transformation occurs when the individual is newly able to 

step back and reflect on something that before was blind to him such as social norms, 

values, beliefs, behaviors or ways of being changing how he knows. This process leads to 

moving forward in the established sequence of stages as each stage of development 

represents a new balance between subject and object. Transformation does not take place 

automatically and in order for it to take place, the individual needs to receive the 

appropriate proportion of challenge and support (Kegan,1994). A particular environment 

providing adequate challenge and support can therefore be a container for development. 

 Stages of development. Kegan proposes five qualitatively different stages or ways 

of constructing reality and four intermediate sub-stages between each pair of full stages 

(Figure 1). Each stage of development or order of the mind represents an epistemology, a 

way of organizing reality or balance between subject-object (Table 3). The top three 

stages - Stage 3, 4 and 5 – the main stages where adults make meaning, are the focus of 

this study and their equivalence with Loevinger's and Cook-Greuter's stages is displayed 

in Appendix A. 
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Fig. 1. Kegan’s stages of psychological development. This figure illustrates Robert Kegan’s stages of 
psychological development and its correspondent substages.  

 Characteristics of each stage of development. A brief summary of the 

characteristics of the stages or orders of the mind where adults operate from are: 

- Stage 3 - The Socialized Mind: this order is the predominant stage of most adults and 

late adolescents. At this stage, the individual relies primarily on external views 

imposed on him and has difficulty generating answers and ideas by himself. At this 

stage, individuals can hold his wishes and desires as object. They are guided by people 

and institutions that are relevant to them and are capable to reflect upon their actions, 

desires and decisions and those of others and their consequences (Berger, 1999). One 

important limitation of this order is that whenever there is conflict between them and 

important others or institutions, individuals at this order feel “torn” and find trouble 

making a decision. The individual is defined by the “interpersonal context” (Kegan, 

1982) which the individual is subject to. 

0 1 2 3 4 5

Incorporative Impulsive Instrumental Socialized Self-Authoring Self-Transforming

Birth to Infancy
Infancy 

Late Childhood
Late Childhood 
Early Adulthood Adulthood

0 (1)

0 /1 1 (0)

1/0 1 (2) 2 (3) 3 (4) 4 (5)2/1 3/2 4/3 5/4

1/2 2/3 3/4 4/52 (1) 3 (2) 4 (3) 5 (4)
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- Stage 4 - The Self-Authoring Mind: has developed his own internally generated 

meaning making system sufficiently differentiated from that of others around him. 

From this internally generated criteria to organize experience, the individual develops a 

new sense of stability and independence and is able to generate his own values, 

opinions and principles. Individuals at this stage are self-directed and self-motivated 

(Berger, 1999). 

- Stage 5 - The Self-Transforming Mind: this order of mind is a rare event and only 

achieved by a very small portion of adults, never before middle age (Kegan, 1994). At 

this order, the individual can take distance of his own self-authoring system and realize 

its limitations accepting that is only one more perspective. Those at this stage are able 

to hold different and eventually competing perspectives at the same time and feel 

interconnected to other fellow human beings as part of belonging to a larger 

community that can even comprise the entire humanity (Berger, 1999). 

Table 2. Subject-Object balances for the three adult developmental stages

Stage 3 
Socialized Mind

Stage 4 
Self-Authoring Mind

Stage 5 
Self-Transforming Mind

Subject The interpersonal 
mutuality

Authorship, identity, 
psychological 

administration, ideology

Interindividuality, 
interpenetrability of 

self-systems

Object Needs, interests, wishes The interpersonal 
mutuality

Authorship, identity, 
psychological 

administration, ideology

Source: Kegan (1994)
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Cook-Greuter's Revision of Loevinger's Theory 

 Jane Loevinger (1976) developed a theory of ego development that was later 

refined by Susanne Cook-Greuter (1999). In addition to a scale of nine stages of 

development —Impulsive, Self-Protective, Conformist, Self-Aware, Conscientious, 

Individualist, Autonomous, Integrated — (see Appendix B), Loevinger developed a semi-

projected assessment instrument, the Washington University Sentence Completion Test 

(SCT). The SCT is based on the notion that the way in which individuals make meaning 

of experience is reflected through the use of language (Miller & Cook-Greuter, 1994). 

This instrument asks individuals to complete a set of sentences with the intention of 

capturing their meaning making structure. Following a scoring manual, the SCT converts 

qualitative data (individual responses) into quantitative data (SCT score) indicating the 

level of development the individual operates from.  

 Cook-Greuter, an experienced scorer for Loevinger’s SCT, revised Loevinger’s 

model and refined the SCT by elaborating a theory of ego development based on ideas 

about transcendental development from Wilber (2000). She amended and expanded 

Loevinger’s existing criteria for the final stage of development and conceived a new end 

point of human development, thereby replacing Loevinger’s Integrated stage and adding 

two new stages beyond the Autonomus stage (Construct-aware and Unitive). These newly 

created stages gave name to a new tier of development known as post-autonomous, a 

subset of post-conventional development. Further detail about these two new stages can 

be found in Appendix C. Cook-Greuter's amended version of the SCT, the MAP, has been 
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selected to assess level of development in this study. The MAP is a valid and reliable 

instrument often used in research studies (Binder, 2014). 

Correlation and Confounding Factors 

 Given this study will include a wide variety of Zen practitioners as participants, it 

is relevant to consider the potential influence of demographic variables on psychological 

development. A few demographic characteristics—for example, age, socioeconomic 

status (SES) and level of education—have been positively associated with psychological 

development (Kegan, 1994, Cook-Greuter, 1994, 1999, Hy & Loevinger, 1996, 

Loevinger, 1976). However, the presence of these variables does not ensure 

psychological development will take place; researchers have suggested they are 

“necessary but not sufficient” conditions for growth to occur beyond the conventional 

level (Cohn, 1991).  

 In regards to age, development takes place consistently through adolescence but 

cannot be guaranteed beyond early adulthood (Cohn, 1991). Also SES is acknowledged 

to positively correlate with level of psychological development (Cook-Greuter, 1999). 

However, there are also some studies that question this relationship. For instance, 

Gfellner (1986) using a sample of 500 students found that university level low-

socioeconomic status students showed the highest level of development. Also, despite the 

fact that a positive correlation exists between education level achieved and stage of 

psychological development (Loevinger, 1976), similarly to socioeconomic status, there 

are studies that question this positive association. For instance, Miller (1994) found that 
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high educational achievement in midlife did not correlate with higher stages of 

development. Gender differences have also been suggested to exist in the early stages of 

development, where girls seem to be more developed than their male counterparts, 

however such differences seem to stabilize around college years (Cohn, 1991).  

 In addition to demographic variables, personal characteristics such as intelligence 

have also shown a modest positive correlation with psychological development in a 

number of studies leading to questioning the entire concept and stage theories of adult 

growth (Cohn & Westenberg, 2004). However, a detailed meta-analysis of over 40 studies 

concluded that intelligence and psychological development are in fact different constructs 

showing that correlation with intelligence should be expected as it is one component of 

psychological development (Cohn & Westenberg, 2004). Similarly, verbal fluency has 

also been shown to positively correlate with level of psychological development 

(Loevinger & Wessler, 1970). These researchers suggest that this is to be expected as the 

capacity to reflect on complex concepts is higher in higher levels of ego development as 

it is part of it. The former argument makes separating an individual’s intelligence and 

level of verbal fluency from his level of psychological development difficult, if not 

impossible. 

Benefits of Advanced Psychological Development Stages 

 Theorists suggest that higher stages of psychological development are associated 

with a better capacity to meet external demands, to limit frustration in an increasingly 

complex world (Kegan, 1982, 1994), and to be an agent of transformation in society 
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(Cook-Greuter, 1999; Kegan, 1982, 1994; Torbert, 1994). Research supports these 

benefits both at the individual and organizational level given that an increased ability to 

deal with complexity may translate in a greater ability for adaptive functioning 

(Blumentritt, 2011) and a better capacity to lead effectively (Joiner, 2011). Therefore, 

given the benefits of advanced stages of psychological development, and the knowledge 

that development does not occur automatically over time, it is valuable to study the 

activities that may be associated with such stages. The researcher speculates that Zen 

practice might be a container for development, creating the adequate balance between 

support and challenge. 

Contemplative Practices and Psychological Development 

 Activities that encourage self-reflection and introspection—for example, 

psychotherapy, coaching, journaling, contemplative practice, cross-cultural experiences, 

joining discursive communities—have been speculated to be associated to psychological 

development (Alexander et al., 1990; Cook-Greuter, 1999; Hart, 2004; Kegan, 1994; 

Pfaffenberg, 2007, Scott, 2009, Torbert, 2000). This review will discuss the research 

known to date about contemplative practices and its connection with stages of 

psychological development. 

 Interest in contemplative practices in psychology goes back to William James 

(1902/1961), C.G. Jung (1875/1961) and others. Contemplative practices could be 
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defined as an experiential mode of learning and self-enquiry (Kass, 2014). Although 

originally taught by the world's spiritual traditions, modern methods derived from Eastern 

traditions (e.g. mindfulness, various forms of meditation, yoga) oftentimes practiced 

within a secular context (Kabat-Zinn, 2003) are also worthy of consideration in 

understanding the benefits of such practices. Contemplative practices have been 

associated with physical and psychological health and well-being (Baer, 2003; Davidson 

et al., 2003; Kabat-Zinn, 2003; Shapiro et al., 2008a; Segal, William & Tesdale, 2002), as 

well as with benefits in learning and education (Hart, 2004), spiritual development 

(Wilber, Engler & Brown, 1986), and adult development (Alexander et al.,1990; 

Chandler, 1990; Irwin, 2000; McGarvey, 2010; Shapiro et al., 2006). 

Contemplative Practices and Stages of Development  

 In connection with CDTs, contemplative practices may affect psychological 

development insofar as they foster self-awareness and introspection, allowing the 

individual to shift from his current meaning-making system (Brown & Engler, 1980; 

Shapiro et al., 2006). Using Kegan’s terminology, an effective contemplative practice 

would facilitate transformation, helping the individual move subject to object or 

becoming aware of what he was previously not aware of.  

 The relationship between contemplative practice and stages of development has 

been approached from a theoretical and empirical perspective, with mindfulness 

meditation receiving the most attention. Theorists have posited that its practice is 

associated with increased inner awareness (Alexander et al., 1990) and with becoming the 
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observer of one’s own internal processes (Shapiro et al., 2006). Using an empirical 

approach, longitudinal studies have suggested that particular forms of meditation promote 

ego development. For instance, Chandler (1990) in a 10-year study of 34 alumni of 

Maharashi International University (MIU) studied the effect of Transcendental 

Meditation (TM), a spiritual practice arising from Hinduism. Chandler found that 38% of 

the alumni in the study group scored in the highest realms of ego development of 

Loevinger’s scale while only 1% of students in the control group scored at this level. In 

addition, Torbert (1994) developed Action Inquiry, a lifelong program of meditation in 

action (p.191) based on the spiritual teachings of the mystic George Gurdieff. 

Incorporating this meditation program as part of the MBA curriculum at Boston College, 

results showed that 10% of the students in the program reported a full stage movement in 

their development when the average movement of all students in the same MBA program 

was 0.1 stage progression. Torbert used Loevingers’s scale to assess development in a 

sample of 180 students.  

 McGarvey (2010) investigated 138 individuals from 16 countries who had been 

leaders and who practiced a wide range of techniques to enhance mindfulness as well 

leaders who did not have a mindfulness practice. The study showed a positive correlation 

between high mindfulness scores and several positive emotional traits and characteristics 

and negative correlation with neuroticism. McGarvey's study findings suggest that 

mindfulness practice may diminish negative emotions and enhance positive emotions 

among adults. This cross-sectional study provided support for a longitudinal research 

project currently underway at Harvard on the potential of mindfulness meditation (i.e. 
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Theravada Buddhism) to catalyze emotional development in adult life (McGarvey, 2010). 

In summary, longitudinal studies on particular contemplative practices — Transcendental 

Meditation and Action Enquiry — suggest that these activities can facilitate adult growth. 

This raises the possibility that Zen, a contemplative practice, may support psychological 

development therefore making it worthwhile to explore the association between this 

specific practice and development. 

Post-conventional Studies 

 Several doctoral dissertations focusing on post-conventional development offer 

further support to understand the connection between contemplative practice and 

psychological development. Marko (2006) studied facilitative agents for development in 

a sample of 21 individuals that had reached the post-conventional level using Loevinger’s 

SCT. Participants completed a questionnaire guided at identifying critical incidents and 

life experiences that triggered psychological development. In his study, the regular 

practice of meditation was suggested as a facilitative agent of development.  

 In addition, Pfaffenberg (2007) studied optimal adult development using 

narratives and semi-structured interviews to gather information about activities, views 

and values from 22 participants who scored at post-conventional level using Loevinger’s 

SCT. The objective was to discover the characteristics of individuals at this level of 

development. Pfaffenberg’s findings suggest that these individuals regularly engaged in 

practices that increase self-awareness such as meditation and stayed with their practice 

for decades.  
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 Scott (2009), in a phenomenological study, researched the activities used by 11 

post-conventional coaches to promote their own self-growth. These individuals reported 

that they regularly take time for inner awareness and quiet internal reflection. Krafcik 

(2011), studied 20 individuals who worked in areas considered facilitative to the 

accumulation of wisdom (e.g. spiritual teachers, pastoral counseling) using Loevinger’s 

WUSTC and semi-structured qualitative interviews to explore their lives and 

understanding of wisdom. The findings of this study further support the practice of 

mindful activities among those considered wise. 

 Despite the existence of a selection of studies connecting contemplative practices 

and Kegan’s subject-object theory (McGarvey, 2010; Page, 2005; Silverstein, 2012), 

research connecting contemplative practices to psychological development is still scarce, 

and remains a pending object of exploration (Duerr, Zajonc & Dana, 2003). Further 

empirical investigations are needed to address important open questions in this area: 

whether and to what degree particular contemplative practices affect or inform 

psychological development as well as what specific parameters of practice are conducive 

to developmental growth.  

 Understanding whether the practice of Zen meditation affects psychological 

development and equanimity requires following practitioners over a long period of time, 

a task not possible within the limits of this project. Instead, this study explores the 

association between Zen practice and these variables. The researcher expects that the 

parameter of length of Zen practice experience may help to explain possible differences 

in level of psychological development and equanimity among Zen practitioners. 
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Contemplative Practices and Equanimity 

 Equanimity (Merriam-Webster Online).1. Evenness of mind especially under 

stress 2. Right disposition. 

 In modern psychology, the study of equanimity is connected to the interest in the 

concept of mindfulness and the meditation techniques used to develop it (Desborde et al., 

2015). Mindfulness, an outcome measure in the field of contemplative science, is often 

defined as paying attention in a particular way: on purpose, in the present moment and 

non judgmentally (Kabat-Zinn, 1990). Its practice is associated with psychological health 

(Baer, 2003) and well-being (Shapiro et al., 2008). Given the benefits associated with 

mindfulness, research in the field of contemplative practice is challenged to understand 

the mechanism of this practice (Keng, Smoski & Robin, 2011). The current interest in 

equanimity arises from the hypothesis that equanimity is not only a mindfulness 

component but a key component that mediates in the relationship between mindfulness 

practice and well-being (Hadash et al., 2016).  

 Most often used mindfulness definitions share an attitudinal component that 

corresponds to being open and accepting towards one’s experience in the present moment 

(Baer et al., 2008; Bishop, 2004; Shapiro et al., 2006). Researchers suggest that such 

attitudinal component of being open and accepting shares similarities with classic 

Buddhist descriptions of equanimity (Desbordes et al., 2015). Main usages of the 
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equanimity term in the Buddhist tradition include experiencing a neutral feeling towards 

all beings and objects or a state of mind that cannot be swayed by biases or preferences 

that is not easily achieved and is cultivated through practice (Bodhi, 2000). Therefore, 

inspired in the Buddhist tradition, many of today's modern psychologists define 

equanimity as 1) an attitude of openness, even-mindedness and acceptance that one 

cultivates on purpose and 2) a state or trait that is the result of some form of training 

(Desbordes et al., 2015). These researchers highlight the most important issues about this 

concept:  

1. A strong interest exists in studying equanimity as a stand alone construct, separate 

from mindfulness, as this may help clarify the benefits and mechanism of the 

contemplative practices used to cultivate mindfulness. 

2. There is currently a lack of consensus among researchers about a theoretical 

framework and definition of equanimity as well as lack of agreement about how to 

assess this concept. 

3. Equanimity could be considered a multicomponent concept that could be associated to: 

a) a change in relation to one’s perception of reality, b) an emotional regulation 

strategy and c) a way to affect the physiological response to stressors. This study 

focuses on the first component, that is, a change in relation to one's perception of 

reality as it is possible that the researcher’s observations about Zen practitioners way of 

interacting is related to the meditators having a new perception of reality. 

4. Equanimity can be cultivated over time through different forms of meditation (Thrangu 

Rinponche, 2002).  
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 Given the absence of a standard definition and measure of equanimity, for the 

purpose of this study, the self-report Non-attachment scale (NAS, Sahdra et al., 2010) 

was selected to assess equanimity level among Zen practitioners. The scale is an adequate 

measure given that its authors, informed by classic and contemporary Buddhist 

scholarship, described non-attachment as non-reactivity, psychological flexibility, 

mindedness or quickly recovering from set backs and a sense of ease, a description 

closely related to some aspects of the Buddhist equanimity concept used today by many 

in psychology research (Sahdra et al., 2010). This easy-to-administer scale is a valid and 

reliable psychometric instrument often previously used to assess the subjective aspects of 

equanimity in research studies (Desbordes et al., 2015). 

Equanimity, Buddhism and Zen 

 Buddhist tradition proposes cultivating equanimity, one of the four boundless 

qualities (love, wisdom, compassion) through the practice of regular sitting meditation; a 

quality that over time and through training becomes spontaneous and effortless (Thrangu 

Rinponche, 2002). Classical Buddhist literature suggests that equanimity may be the 

result of single-pointed concentration that leads to advanced meditative stages (Wallace, 

2010). These advanced meditative states are usually attained through the practice of non-

conceptual forms of meditation such as Zen (Austin, 2009).  

 Within the Zen tradition, equanimity is related to 1) peace of mind emerging from 

accepting things as they are, 2) serenity arising from a sense of impartiality or 

detachment of extreme positive and negative internal events that we tend to reject or cling 
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to 3) freedom from judgement and openness related to others that arises from seeing 

others and treating them as equals (Fischer-Schreiber, Erhard & Diener, 2010). The 

Buddhist tradition supports that equanimity is a trait not obtained by doing but that rather 

is a part of who we are that is gradually revealed through training (Harvey, 2012).  

 In summary, given that the study of  equanimity is a new field open for 

exploration and that the Buddhist tradition supports that regular meditation practice leads 

to experiencing equanimity, it is valuable to understand whether a particular form of 

meditation, Zen practice, is associated to equanimity. In addition, understanding the 

meditator's experience of change, if any, in relation to their practice can help illuminate 

the concept of equanimity. 

Equanimity and Shift in Perspective 

 Equanimity is often related in the Buddhist literature to a shift in perspective 

about one's experience or a sense of temporary detachment (Bodhi, 2000). This shift in 

perspective is fundamental to transformation as understood by CDTs (Kegan, 1982). It is 

therefore possible that Buddhist practice of different forms of meditation allows for this 

shift in perspective, facilitating the cultivation of equanimity and psychological growth as 

understood by CDTs. It is therefore possible that a relationship exists between adult 

development and equanimity that could be the object of future research studies. 
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Zen Practice and Transformation 

 Beyond the field of clinical psychology’s interest in different aspects of Zen 

practice as a means to understand its potential therapeutic effects (Bazier, 1996; Fromm 

& Suzuki D.T. 1960; Magid, 2002, 2013; Martin, 1999; Mathers, Miller & Ando, 2009) 

and to treat different abnormal psychological and medical conditions (Barham, 2003; 

Bonadonna, 2003; Marlatt, 2002; Olson, 2003), to the researcher's knowledge, no 

previous study exists in the field of contemplative practice looks specifically at the 

relationship between Zen practice with adult development and being even minded. This 

discussion introduces main aspects of Zen Buddhism and attempts to shed light on its 

possible relation to facilitating a shift in perspective key in psychological development 

and equanimity. This study focuses on modern day Zen as practiced in the lay Sanbo 

Kyodan line (Harada - Yasutani - Yamada lineage). 

Origin and Definition 

 Born in the 6th and 7th century from the contact of Indian Buddhism with China, 

Zen, a unique synthesis of the spiritual traditions of India, China and Japan, is considered 

by some to be a religion, a sacred practice following the tradition established by Buddha, 

or a path for self-knowledge and transformation (Harvey, 2012).  

 The purpose of Zen practice is moving towards self-realization (kensho or satori) 

and finally to complete awakening (enlightenment) living this original self in everyday 

life (Fischer-Schreiber, Erhard & Diener, 2010). Zen does not emphasize focusing on 
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elements outside the self (e.g., scriptures, deities, or precepts); instead, it is concerned 

with expressing this authentic self in everyday life honoring the present through simple, 

ordinary acts (cleaning, cooking or being in traffic) gradually transforming the direct 

experience of self and reality (Kapleau, 1967). According to the Mahayana (“Great 

Vehicle”) school to which Zen belongs, the goal of this path is self-transformation is 

becoming a boddhisattva; an enlightened being who focuses on serving other human 

fellows improving their lives in this world (Harvey, 2012). That is, the culmination of the 

Zen path represents the integration of life in the material world and life in the 

transcendent world. 

Zen’s Main Tenets 

 The main concepts that constitute this system of self-transformation are the 

following: 

 Zen mind vs. everyday mind. The transformation proposed by Zen could be 

explained as transcending our usual mind by developing a Zen mind or beginner’s mind 

(Suzuki S., 1970). The usual mind or mind of ignorance is described as dualistic, 

discursive, rational, logical, and restricted to time and space. By contrast, Zen mind, 

refers to no-mind (mushin in Japanese) or absence of mind (Pawles, 2018, personal 

communication), relates to being present and responsive to each moment in the fullness 

of things as they are and to having an awareness of our thoughts and emotions as being 

temporary events that we experience (Suzuki D. T., 1964; Suzuki S., 1970). Zen mind is 
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associated with the peak experience of oneness or the feeling that time and space have 

disappeared and that we are not separated from reality (Suzuki S., 1970).  

 No-self.  Dwelling in no-self, is the ultimate goal of the Zen path of 

transformation, equivalent to reconnecting with who we really are, coming back home, or 

manifesting our Buddha nature (Suzuki D. T., 1964). According to the Zen philosophy, 

we are our true self when we forget about the self, when we are no longer situated in a 

particular moment in time or space but instead are merged with what is just in front of us 

in the now (Harvey, 2012). As Dogen expresses it: 

To study the Way is to study the self. To study the self is to forget the self. To 
forget the self is to be enlightened by all things. To be enlightened by all things is 
to remove the barriers between one's self and others. (Dogen, 1985) 

 Kensho or satori. The meaning of kensho, semantically equivalent to satori, is 

seeing into our own true nature. Therefore this word is often translated as self-realization 

(Fischer-Schreiber, Erhard & Diener, 2010). The motivation to engage in Zen is based on 

the notion that one’s true self is not fully realized in one’s life and experience. Therefore, 

the aim for satori, or enlightenment, is the drive to realize this true self and the raison 

d’etre of practice (Suzuki S., 1970). Two types of enlightenment are proposed by two 

different Zen schools reflected in two different ways of working with koans: gradual 

(Rinzai sect) or sudden enlightenment (Soto sect) (Harvey, 2012). The Sambo Kyodan 

sect proposes sudden awakening to our true nature (Sharf, 1995). 
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Elements of Zen Practice 

 Zen proposes two main practices: zazen or sitting in a particular form of 

meditation, and koan study. To make progress, intensive practice retreats (sesshins) and 

the guidance of a teacher are essential. 

 Zazen. This is the core practice in Zen. The objective of zazen is sitting with the 

unthinkable (in Japanese, fushiryo) (Kapleau, 1967; Austin, 2006; Suzuki D. T., 1964). 

Regular daily sitting, both at morning and night (20 to 30 minutes), combined with 

sesshins (twice a year, during 4 to 10 days under the guidance of a Zen teacher) develops 

attention, increasing the ability to suspend the activity of the dualistic mind (Suzuki D. T., 

1964). This leads to advanced meditative states enabling us to become aware of our 

internal reality (Austin, 2009). There are two types of sitting: (1) Shikantaza or just 

sitting is sitting letting everything go and not directing the attention to any external (i.e., 

mantra, object, image) or internal (i.e., naming of thoughts) object, including the breath. 

This is a difficult and radical form of sitting as attention usually has an object and (2) 

Zazen or sitting in meditation while focusing on counting breath. During such practice, 

the meditator ties his attention to the flow of his breath (Fischer-Schreiber, Erhard & 

Diener, 2010; Pawles 2018, personal communication). The practice of zazen has a 

particular physicality to it. One of its most important aspect is bringing the body energy 

to the hara, a spot located two fingers below the navel, where according to the tradition, 

the Zen mind is located (Dürckheim, 1956). With practice, eventually, the usual activity 

of the consciousness is greatly reduced (Suzuki D.T., 1964) and practitioners gradually 
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become aware of the conscious and unconscious information accumulated over the 

course of a lifetime or the storehouse of consciousness (Sayama, 1986).  

 Koan Study.  The use of koans as a tool to frustrate the ordinary mind and develop 

a Zen mind is unique to Zen practice (Austin, 2006; Suzuki D.T., 1964). Koans are short 

stories, questions, riddles or conundrums asked by the Zen teacher to the student. There 

are hundreds of different koans. Examples include: What is Mu? What is the sound of one 

hand? (Yamada, 1979). Koans are mind-puzzling and put the conceptual mind against a 

wall, as they cannot be answered using the logical mind. The student does not puzzle over 

the meaning of the koan but instead identifies with it (D.T. Suzuki, 1964). As 

concentration deepens, there is no room for any other thought. Subject and object 

distinctions break down (Magid, 2013). It is the koan that sits in meditation and walks 

about and eats and not the meditator (Tarrant, 1987). Attempting to answer the koan will 

force a break from the student’s current view of the self and reality. As the practitioner 

sits every day with the enigmatic question in silent meditation, breathing the koan in and 

out, day after day, year after year, the boundaries between the self and the world begin to 

disappear (Smith, 1991 as cited by Grenard, 2008). The teacher’s role is to keep the 

student sitting, facing the wall until the doubt is resolved (Grenard, 2008). A new koan is 

assigned by the teacher once the old one is solved, ensuring increased difficulty and 

progression along the path (Tarrant, 1987). Zen presumes that each of these higher states 

or peak experiences of the self leaves us transformed, such that our boundaries become 

less rigid, facilitating the progression towards the goal of no-self (Magid, 2013).  
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 Student-teacher relationship. This relationship is unique to Zen practice. The 

guidance of a teacher who has already reached the highest stages in the Zen path is vital 

to support progression and verify the attainment of higher stages (Grenard, 2008). 

According to Suzuki (1970), the wall that the Zen student faces is not only physical but 

also the wall the individual has constructed for himself; this wall is simultaneously the 

koan and the student’s deepest existential concerns about life and death. At the moment 

the student experiences enlightenment, his view becomes the same as the teacher’s.  

  Sesshin. Is a retreat of intense Zen practice that lasts longer than a single day, and 

on average from 4 to 14 days. During sesshin, students sit for 25, 30 or 50 minutes at a 

time for the entire day. Sittings are followed by 5 minute walking meditations, or kinhin, 

which are followed by sitting again, up to a total of 10 or 12 hours a day. Zazen is only 

interrupted by meals and samu, which is physical work performed with full attention. 

This work usually refers to performing daily chores such as cleaning, organizing, and 

gardening. During sesshin, Zen students meet once a day or more with the teacher for  

dokusan or a brief interview where the student presents the koan or discusses the current 

challenges. Students also listen to a daily teisho, or formal presentation of the Buddhist 

dharma or teaching. 

Zen Progression Towards Enlightenment 

 The process towards gradual enlightenment (satori or kensho) could be explained 

(1) as a progression in the development of a relationship with that which is being 

searched or (2) as a way that involves transcending different aspects of the self.  
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 Zen path as a search. This perspective proposes that moving towards no-self takes 

place through gradual progress through qualitatively different stages in understanding and 

in the relationship with that for which the practitioner is searching. The stages of this 

searching path are reflected in two versions described in the classic texts Ten Ox 

Herding Pictures (Suzuki D.T., 1950) and Tozan’s Five Ranks (Hisamatsu, 2011). 

Although both paths are different in the particularities of the stages proposed, they share 

the initial and end stage. According to these texts, at the pre-stage and initial stage, the 

individual is lost and unsatisfied, and desperately looking outside himself for satisfaction. 

Through Zen practice, the person gradually starts experiencing the transcendent realm, 

where he has glimpses of the experience of oneness. Such experiences are fleeting in the 

beginning, and happen more often as a progression takes place along the path. However, 

although the individual gradually moves towards establishing more contact with a 

transcendent reality as he experiences detaching himself from his ego, he is not yet free 

from it. The final culminating stage in the progression, only reached by very few 

individuals, is where the individual finally acknowledges that all searching is a delusion, 

as suggested by the sudden approach to enlightenment. In this last stage, neither the 

transcendent experience nor the physical experience is lived separately, but instead the 

individual is able to integrate both experiences becoming a boddhisattva.  

 Zen path as transcending aspects of the self. This perspective supports the notion 

that in order to reach a point of extreme transformation, where using Kegan's (1982) 

words all that was subject has now moved to being object, it is required that we gradually 

transcend all the previous aspects of the self that interfere with getting in touch with our 
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ultimate truth (Sayama, 1986). These different aspects include the activities of the five 

senses that give rise to perceptions; the activity of the intellect and its capacity to reflect 

on duality and to make judgments leading to prejudices and attachments, also known as 

the sixth sense; the activity of the ego, and its capacity to differentiate subject from 

object; and finally the unconscious storehouse that includes the individual and collective 

memories accumulated within the self. It is not until we have transcended all of these 

different elements that we can attain the deepest realm within us and experience our true 

self.  

  

Zen Practice and Shift in Perspective 

 The Zen path proposes developing a new point of view moving through an 

invariable progression of qualitatively different stages of meaning-making described in 

classic Zen works (i.e., Ten Ox Herding Pictures and Tozan's Five Ranks). In each stage, 

the Zen practitioner faces and transcends the limitations of his current way of making 

meaning about self and reality. This progression parallels that suggested by constructive-

developmental theories of adult development (e.g. Cook-Greuter, 1999; Kegan 1982, 

1994; Loevinger, 1976) in that each progression of stages — Zen and CDTs— describes 

in its own terms a similar terrain: the evolution of the self and its relationship with reality. 

 The regular, gradual becoming aware of what we don’t know, that we don’t know 

(Kegan, 1994) that takes place during zazen and koan study may lead not only to spiritual 

awakening, but also to a shift in perspective that characterizes transformation related to 

psychological growth (Kegan, 1982, 1994). Changing perspective has also been 
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associated to cultivating equanimity (Bodhi, 2000). In summary, the characteristics of 

Zen practice suggests that this activity may foster adult growth and equanimity and points 

to a possible association between length of Zen practice experience and level of 

psychological development and equanimity. 

Study Hypotheses 

 This study seeks to understand the relationship between Zen practice, equanimity 

and psychological development and to explore the nature of the experience of change, if 

any, in relation to Zen practice. The study hypotheses to be empirically tested in the 

current study were as follows:  

 Hypothesis I: Zen practice experience is positively associated with psychological 

development whereby longer-term Zen practice will be related with higher levels of 

psychological development as measured by the MAP and advanced Zen practitioners will 

score a higher level than beginner Zen practitioners. 

 Hypothesis II: Zen practice experience is positively associated with equanimity 

whereby longer-term Zen practice will be related to higher equanimity scores as 

measured by the Non-attachment Scale (NAS) and advanced practitioners will exhibit 

higher average equanimity scores than beginner practitioners. 

 The first hypothesis was formulated based on the characteristics of the Zen path 

(Kapleau, 1967); the association between contemplative practices and transformation 
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(Chandler, 1990; Torbert, 1994); and the importance of having a meditative practice 

among the highly psychologically developed (Marko, 2004, Pfaffenberg 2990, Scott 

2009). 

 The second hypothesis follows directly from the notion that according to the 

Buddhist tradition (Harvey, 2012) and to psychology research, equanimity is the result of 

regular meditation training (Thrangu Rinponche, 2002) achieved through single pointed 

concentration that leads to advanced meditative states (Wallace, 2010) that are central to 

Zen practice (Austin, 2009). 

 It is worth noting that this is a cross-sectional study looking for a possible 

association between Zen practice experience and equanimity and psychological 

development and not for a relationship of causation.  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Chapter II 

Method 

The present study employed a descriptive cross-sectional design in which 

variables of interest were assessed using self-report measures for equanimity using the 

Non-attachment Scale (NAS; Sahdra et al., 2010) and a projective test, the Maturity 

Assessment Profile (MAP; Cook-Greuter, 2010) for level of psychological development. 

In addition, Zen practitioners discussed their experience of change, if any, related to Zen 

practice in one-on-one phenomenological interviews. Therefore, the method of inquiry 

was both quantitative (comparison of equanimity scores and level of psychological 

development) and qualitative using data obtained from a demographic questionnaire and 

a semi-structured interview. Measures for equanimity and psychological development 

were administered on-line while interviews were conducted by the researcher.  

Rational for Qualitative Exploration 

 In addition to quantitative analysis used to empirically test the hypotheses, this 

study includes a qualitative exploration about the nature of the experience of change, if 

any, of Zen practitioners. The purpose of the qualitative data is to illuminate the findings 

from the quantitative analysis, adding color and nuance to them. No previous studies 
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have explored the relationship between Zen practice, equanimity and adult development 

to the researcher’s knowledge, and as such, the contribution advanced by this exploration 

will be to enable a deeper understanding of the focus issue. In regards to the choice of 

qualitative inquiry, it allows researchers to explore new topics where there is little prior 

understanding; also, it provides flexibility in examining human behaviors that are not 

easily measured through conventional quantitative measures. The subjective approach of 

this study, which seeks to provide descriptive data about the phenomenology of the Zen 

meditators experience of change, if any, related to their Zen practice lends itself well to 

qualitative enquiry. The findings of this study will help to identify issues and themes of 

interest, signaling new directions for future research.  

Participants  

 Because the primary aim of this study was to explore the experience of change of 

Zen practitioners, Zen meditators with an established Zen practice (minimum of 5 years) 

were chosen as the participants. Participants were recruited from a well-known Sambo 

Kyodan Zen community in Spain. This community offers instruction for lay practitioners 

from all corners of the country and Latin America. Of the initial 35 volunteers, 16 

meditators successfully completed the pilot study requirements (demographic 

questionnaire and assessment for level of development). Among these, a final sample of 
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10 subjects was selected to participate in the study. Level of Zen practice experience and 

age were the main selection criteria.  

Procedure  

 Interaction with participants unfolded as follows: Step #1 Pilot study and 

recruitment, Step #2 Participant selection, Step #3 Data collection, and Step #4 Interview. 

Out of the 10 interviews, 6 were conducted in-person and 4 via telephone. Participants 

were given the option to withdraw their participation in the study at any point throughout 

the process. Given that participants were native Spanish speakers, once data was 

collected from self-report measures and interview, it was translated by the researcher and 

checked for accuracy by a third party independent translator.   

 Step #1: Pilot study and recruitment. A pilot study was conducted prior to the 

formal project approval by the university Institutional Review Board (IRB). The purposes 

of the pilot phase were: 1) to understand whether the study’s hypotheses were worth 

being investigated, 2) to identify the number of years of Zen practice required to 

experience meaningful changes, 3) to perform an initial run-through of the study 

procedures including the interview questions to identify any potential problems. A 

meeting with the community leader where the study was presented granted her support 

for the project. Meditators learned about the study through a brief announcement left on a 

community information board. At the beginning of a practice meeting, the researcher 
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gave an oral presentation of the study. Following the presentation, meditators were 

invited to leave their contact details (Appendix G). Volunteer participants who attended 

regular practice meetings (i.e., sesshins and zazenkais) were recruited among community 

members. Volunteers received via email a brief description of the study, general terms of 

participation and a request for basic demographic information.  

 The goal of the recruitment methodology was to obtain a (purposeful) sample of 

adults who were distributed among different stages of practice experience as required to 

test the study hypotheses. Also, belonging to a similar age group was used as a secondary 

criteria given the small positive correlation between psychological development and age 

(Bauer, 2011). Therefore, using this criteria, a group of 16 individuals distributed among 

three different levels of practice experience (5-15 years, 15-25 years and above 25 years) 

belonging to a similar age group was selected. These volunteers were sent an online 

hyperlink to complete a demographic questionnaire (Appendix F), an assessment for level 

of development (Appendix E), and a consent form (Appendix H). Surveys were hosted in 

Google Drive - a popular and efficient tool for distributing surveys and questionnaires 

online. Prior to completing the on-line materials, participants provided consent by signing 

the consent form. Upon completion, a small group of 3 meditators with the longest 

practice experience (i.e. 25 years) were invited to a pilot interview. Responses to the 

interview suggested that 1) the study hypotheses were worth being investigated, 2) a 

major change in the experience was reported to take place at around 15 years of Zen 

practice experience 3) the overall procedure could stay in place while the initial 

questionnaire may be modified to increase clarity.  
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 Step #2: Participant selection. Following the approval of the research project by 

the Institutional Review Board, final participant selection for the study took place among 

volunteers recruited during the pilot phase. Of the initial 16 subjects, a final sample of 10 

participants was selected. The intention of this selected sample was to have two 

comparison groups of different levels of practice experience (advanced versus beginner) 

of a similar age group. Accumulated Zen practice experience of 15 years was the criterion 

used to divide the sample; the advanced group was composed by Zen practitioners of 

15-30 years of Zen practice while the beginners group included practitioners of fewer 

than 15 years but more than 5 years of Zen practice.  

 Step #3: Data collection. Participants received an email communication about 

their selection (Appendix G), and a reminder of the general terms of participation 

(volunteer, anonymous, confidential, option to end participation at any time) that were 

part of the consent form earlier signed (Appendix H). Also, the email contained a 

hyperlink to complete the assessment for level of equanimity (Appendix D) and an 

invitation to set up a time and day of their convenience for the interview. 

 Step #4: Interview. The purpose of the interview was to inform the results 

obtained through self-report measures and assessments thereby providing an initial 

reflection into the nature of the experience of change, if any, of Zen practitioners in 

connection to equanimity and psychological development. Overall, the interview was 

designed to learn about the phenomenology of this experience helping discern important 

issues and themes that may guide the design of future qualitative studies connecting 

contemplative practices equanimity and adult development. Using open-ended questions, 
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the researcher qualitatively explored the issue, gathering insights, examples and when 

possible, retrospective comparisons. Where necessary for clarification, the researcher 

attempted to probe more deeply by following up on the answers allowing for a richer 

exploration of the topic. The total time spent in this exploratory qualitative interview was 

approximately 30-45 minutes. Participants received a communication to prepare for the 

interview and were advised that they did not have to discuss anything they did not wish to 

discuss (Appendix I). Interviews were tape-recorded and transcribed verbatim. 

Translations  

 Given that study participants were all native Spanish speakers, data collected in 

the psychological development assessment and interview transcripts were translated by 

the researcher, a native bilingual Spanish-English speaker, from Spanish into English. To 

ensure accuracy, a qualified translator back-translated into Spanish the researchers' 

translations. Any discrepancies between the Spanish and English versions were resolved 

by agreement. The translator had signed a non-disclosure agreement for the information 

received. The equanimity scores did not require translation given that the scale had been 

administered in Spanish and results could be summed up directly by the researcher.  

Data Handling 

 All materials (demographic questionnaire, Non-attachment Scale results, and 

Maturity Assessment Profile assessment, interview recordings and written interview 

transcriptions) were identified by code only. A code that signified Zen practice experience 
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and participant number (e.g., #A1 for advanced participant number 1, #B3 for beginner 

participant number 3) was designated by the researcher. Participants information was 

linked to this code and to a pseudonym of their choosing, thereby creating full anonymity. 

Information with codes was set aside until analysis was complete. All materials were kept 

in a secure location. 

Measures 

 Equanimity. The Non-attachment Scale, (NAS; Sahdra et al., 2010), a self-report 

measure for non-attachment, was used to assess level of equanimity (see Appendix D). 

According to its authors, this scale attempts to measure not being fixated on ideas and not 

craving to have or change something. This questionnaire is informed by historical and 

contemporary Buddhist scholarship. Non-attachment is conceptualized and 

operationalized using various Buddhist interpretations (Theravadan, Zen and Indo-

Tibetan) and described as psychological flexibility (lack of fixation), non-reactivity (even 

mindedness), more quickly recovering from upsets, allowing, releasing, supporting 

other’s capacity to choose and a sense of ease (Sahdra et al., 2010). Participants rated 

their responses to 30 items using a 6-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree, 6 = 

strongly agree). According to its authors, a higher NAS score represents greater non-

attachment. Sample items include: "I can enjoy pleasant experiences without needing 

them to last forever", "I do not get hung up on wanting an ideal or perfect life". Using the 

item sum score, Sahdra et al., (2010) reported a Cronbach's alpha for internal consistency 
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of 0.92. The Spanish version of this instrument often used in contemplative science 

research is also a sound psychometric instrument (Feliu-Soler et al., 2016). 

 Psychological Development. Cook-Greuter’s latest revision of Loevinger’s (1976) 

Washington University Sentence Completion Test (SCT), the Maturity Assessment 

Profile (MAP; Cook-Greuter, 2010), was used to assess the participants’ level of 

development (see Appendix E). The MAP is a self-administered standardized 

psychometric instrument widely used in research studies (Binder, 2014; Brown et al., 

2012; Legault et al., 2010; Moze & Raffanti, 2009; Vincent, Ward & Denson, 2015). It 

consists of 36 sentence stems that individuals are to finish in whichever way they chose 

(Appendix E). Its psychometric properties as well as its validity and reliability have been 

thoroughly explored by Cook-Greuter (1999, 2013) and others (Hewett, 2004; Krafcik, 

2011; Pfaffenberg, 2007). Higher MAP scores indicate a higher level of psychological 

development (Cook-Greuter, 1999). When the instrument was developed the inter-rater 

agreement among the three scorers trained by Cook-Gruter was r = .95 (p < .0001) for the 

Total Protocol Rating (Cook-Greuter, 1999). For the SCT, Loevinger and Wessler (1970) 

reported a Crombachs's alpha of .91. The most important criticism the MAP and the SCT 

have received concern the controversy regarding the relationship between psychological 

development, intelligence and verbal fluency earlier discussed in the Introduction section. 

In addition, questions have been raised about the accuracy of sentence completion tests 

for assessing highest stages of psychological development (Hewett, 2004; Krafcik 2011) 

favoring the use of an alternative assessment method based on a qualitative interview 

(that is, the Subject Object Interview or SOI; Lahey et al., 1988). However, despite its 
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potential limitations, the MAP has been chosen mainly because of logistics, as it is easily 

administered and scalable, and most importantly, because it captures Cook-Greuter’s 

modification of Loevinger’s work to include the additional clarification of stages at the 

highest levels of development (Cook-Greuter, 1999). These reasons make the MAP the 

most appropriate instrument for this study. In addition, the fact that some researchers 

have suggested that a theoretical equivalence exists between Kegan’s stages as assessed 

by the SOI and those assessed by the MAP (see Appendix A), and that both instruments 

look at evaluating a similar construct (Kroger & Green, 2004), facilitates the use of both 

theories and assessments in this project.  

 Semi-structured interviews. Five original open-ended semi-structured questions 

were created and posed to each participant in order to elicit their qualitative perspective 

of the nature of their experience of change related to Zen practice. The purpose of these 

questions was to identify, essential themes that characterize the nature of the experience 

of change, if any, of Zen practitioners. The questions were: 

1. What initially brought you to Zen practice? 

2. Do you think Zen practice has helped you become the person you are today ? Yes/No 

If the answer is Yes: 

3. In what way has sitting helped you become the person you are today? 

4. What is it that you see changing within yourself through sitting? 

5. What is the evidence to you that________changes (develops) through sitting? 
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Data Analysis 

 This section describes the process followed for data analysis. The quantitative 

data was used to empirically test the first and second hypothesis. The qualitative data 

from the interviews was used to clarify the results of the quantitative analysis and to 

explore the nature of the experience of change through Zen practice in relationship to 

equanimity and psychological development. Therefore, two types of data, quantitative 

and qualitative, were analyzed separately and using different methods. In addition to the 

discussion of the analysis of both sets of data, the process used for coding qualitative data 

is included. 

 Prior to starting the data analysis, the translated English-language data for level of 

development was sent to Susanne Cook-Greuter for scoring. Confidentiality of 

participants was maintained through this process through the use of pseudonyms and no 

one other than the qualified rater and the researcher had access to this information. To 

ensure accuracy of recorded material, the researcher carefully transcribed each interview 

within a week. Any questions that arose regarding correct comprehension of content were 

asked of the participant directly. When this was not possible, clarification was provided 

via email.  

Quantitative Data Analysis 

 Quantitative data were acquired through a self-report measure, the NAS, and a 

projective test, the MAP. Once these measures were scored and demographic data were 
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exported to Excel for formatting and analyzed with descriptive statistics of mean, 

standard deviation (SD) and range. A comparison of mean values was established in the 

two experience groups. All data was analyzed with SPSS v24.0. 

 A Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient was employed as a measure of 

the correlation (linear dependence) between the variables listed in Table 9 giving a value 

between +1 and -1 inclusive. The correlation coefficient is sometimes called Pearson's r.  

A second correlation analysis was run for the sample without outliers and results were 

included in Table 10.  

 Simple linear regression analyses were conducted to check the trend between each 

dependent and independent variables in both the regular sample and in the one without 

outliers to address the study hypothesis. Also, the outcome variables were regressed upon 

each demographic variable (age, education, SES, gender) to identify a possible 

association. Given the small sample size (n = 10) it was not possible to perform multiple 

regressions to understand how much of the outcome variables variability was accounted 

for by each explanatory variables. For instance, given that older practitioners may have 

more years of practice, an additional partial correlation between psychological 

development and years of Zen practice experience controlling by age would be required. 

However, the small sample size and the high number of explanatory variables did not 

allow this analysis. 

 All findings were communicated through narrative reports and statistical 

presentations including tables. Study Limitations a can be found at the Discussion 

Chapter IV. 
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Coding and Qualitative Data Analysis 

 The objective of the coding process was to explore whether main themes could be 

discerned that characterize the experience of change, if any, of Zen practitioners at 

different levels of practice experience. This was done by evaluating the qualitative data 

generated from the semi-structured questions though an inductive thematic analysis 

(Braun & Clark, 2006). The coding was conducted by the researcher who was blind to all 

participant information including demographic data and results from assessment 

measures. 

 The purpose of inductive thematic analysis, the approach used to analyze the data, 

is to synthesize a large and varied amount of qualitative data into a succinct summary. 

The goal is to establish clear connections between the research objective and the evidence 

found in the raw data. This helps to draw conclusions about the underlying structure of 

the experiences or process that are revealed in the data. This method, allows the most 

important themes to emerge from the interview data itself. Recording the presence of the 

major themes that constitute the experience of change in the participant's responses 

resulted in a quantitative dataset that was compared by experience level.  

 Qualitative data provided by each participant from the 10 interviews averaged 35 

min. From this data, the following steps were taken in the coding process: 

- First, the researcher independently performed subsequent readings of the 10 transcribed 

interviews, while simultaneously seeking to identify possible themes related to the 

experience of change through Zen practice. 
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- Second, themes were coded using qualitative data analysis. A code is considered to be a 

unit of meaning such as acceptance or seeing others as equals. Each unit of meaning 

was only coded once per participant since multiple mentions of a theme was not 

viewed as reflecting greater significance. Themes recorded literal words used by 

participants and these were not grouped or combined. Therefore, the theme list contains 

clusters of similar concepts.  

- Third, a master list of themes was created that captured common (mentioned by at least 

2 participants) elements of the experience of change. 

- Fourth, codes in the master list were classified upon type of change, either relating to 

psychological development and the process transformation (e.g., becoming more 

authentic) or to the construct of equanimity (e.g., peace, calm). Transformational 

changes relate to the experience of a shift in perspective (self, others and the world) 

described by CDTs. According to Kegan (1994), transformation occurs when the 

individual is newly able to step back and reflect on something that before was blind to 

him such as social norms, values, beliefs, behaviors or ways of being. The codes in the 

master list that although relevant to the experience of change of Zen practitioners (e.g. 

compassion) do not fit into either of the two categories created (transformational, 

equanimity) are considered non-classified themes. 

- Fifth, the data was read again to identify and code for the presence of the themes from 

the master theme list. Only themes that seemed essential components of the 

participant's experience of change were recorded while themes that did not seem key to 

the participant's experience of change were left out. The purpose of this process was to 
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identify the major themes that portrayed the most influential aspects of the participants’ 

experience of change, and more specifically in relationship to a shift in perspective and 

equanimity. The hypothesis was that Zen practice is positively associated with 

equanimity and psychological development. If this was the case, it would likely show 

in those aspects that were most relevant to participants in each experience group. 

- Sixth, two tables were created to consolidate and summarize information relating to 

specific emergent themes by practice experience (see Table 11 and 12) to help 

understand the nature of the experience of change, if any, related to Zen practice and 

whether such experience was different in each of the groups. 

- Seventh, a thematic analysis was written for the top three most frequently discussed 

meta themes across participants connecting them to practice experience and level of 

development to help identify important issues for designing follow up qualitative 

interviews in future studies. Findings are discussed in terms of commonalities and 

differences across the two comparison groups and implications for future qualitative 

study. 

 The findings from the analysis of the qualitative data that resulted from the one-

on-one interviews about the experience of change of Zen practitioners were exploratory. 

These qualitative findings were compared with the results from the quantitative analysis 

checking for consistency or inconsistency of results. 
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Validity and Reliability  

 Different steps were taken to increase the rigor in this exploratory qualitative 

enquiry, reducing the possible impact of the study limitations. First, the translations of the 

different research materials (MAP and qualitative interviews) from Spanish into English 

initially performed by the researcher, were back-translated into Spanish by an 

independent qualified third party. The agreement rate between the two translators was 

0.90. This process allowed for the verification of the quality and accuracy of the initial 

translations. A similar process was used when revising the existing MAP Spanish 

translations of stems. In this case, the researcher checked that language used in the 

current MAP version was understood by Spaniards. Finally, most relevant themes 

identified were shown with quotations using original material from the interview, so that 

the reader could self-assess the analysis and results provided by the researcher.
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Chapter III 

Results 

 Quantitative data collected from the Zen practitioners sample were analyzed using 

descriptive statistics, bivarate correlations, regression and comparisons of the mean 

scores in the two experience groups. Qualitative data were analyzed using inductive 

thematic analysis. Prior to presenting the quantitative and qualitative results, the sample 

of participants is described.  

Participants 

 The resulting study sample displayed in Table 3 consisted of 10 adult Zen 

practitioners (4 men and 6 women) who were generally similar in age (ages between 46 

and 60). They were categorized into two groups of 5 subjects each: advanced 

practitioners (over 15 years of practice experience) and beginner practitioners (below 15 

years of practice experience). Participants were originally from Spain (8 subjects) and 

Mexico (2 subjects) and held a wide range of occupations (e.g., teacher, nurse, translator, 

therapist). Main variables describing the sample include: 

 Gender and age. The average age of the participants was 55 years. There was an 

18 year gap (range) between the oldest (64 years old) and the youngest (46 years old) 
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participant. The proportion of 6 (60%) women and 4 (40%) men found in the main 

sample was also consistent in the groups. 

 Education. Average number of years of education of participants was 16.7, 

slightly above having obtained a college degree (16 years of education). The highest 

education level reached was PhD (22 years of education) and the lowest was secondary 

school (14 years of education). Both of these participants belonged to the beginners 

group. 

 Socioeconomic status. On average, based on self-reported SES, beginner 

practitioners had a higher socioeconomic status growing up than advanced practitioners. 

Advanced practitioners were split between middle (2 subjects) and middle low (3 

subjects) socioeconomic status. Beginners were split between middle (3 subjects), 

middle-high class (1 subject) and high class (1 subject).  

 Occupation. Zen practitioners held a wide array of occupations (teacher, 

translator, clerk, doctor). A large portion (5 out of 10) of practitioners worked in the 

healing and medical professions (therapist, nurse, doctor). 

 Zen Practice Experience. Zen experience in the sample ranged from 8 to 24 years. 

Average practice experience was 20 years in the advanced group and 8 years in the 

beginners group. Participants were all disciples of the Zen master at a particular Zen 

center in Spain. This involves a commitment to: 1) sitting two times daily (morning and 

night), for at least 30 min each time and 2) attending at least two intense practice retreats 

of four days (zazenkai) a year. 
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 A comparison of the means of all variables that describe the advanced and 

beginner groups indicating the differences that are significant at the 0.05 significance 

level is displayed in Table 4. These results show that: a) advanced practitioners are older 

(59 years) than beginner practitioners (51 years); b) socioeconomic status (SES) was 

different in both groups (3.4 vs 2.4), with the beginner group showing slightly higher 

levels of SES than the advanced group; c) years of education (16 or 17 years) was similar 

for the two groups, with most of them having received 16 or 17 years of education; d) as 

expected, years of Zen practice experience (20 vs 12 years) was substantially different 

Table 3. Sample Demographics and Study Measures Results (organized by MAP 
score)

Name * Exp Gen Age Edu 
Yrs SES Profession Practice 

Yrs MAP Devel+  
Level

NAS 
Equani
mity

Killer Beg F 46 17 3 Teacher 15 207 3/4 4.4

Nasrudin Beg M 48 17 5 Translator 8 213 3/4 4.67

Gandaff Beg M 51 15 3 Nurse 13 217 3/4 5.3

New Girl Beg F 48 22 4 Therapist 15 227 4- 5.46

Gorrion Adv M 57 17 2 Lawyer 21 231 4- 4.73

Aguila Adv M 58 17 2 Therapist 18 239 4 4.90

Cacerenia Adv F 64 15 3 Nurse 24 249 4 4.23

Geminis Beg F 60 14 3 Clerk 8 254 4+ 4.53

Aurora Adv F 58 18 3 Doctor 17 261 4/5 4.46

Libelula Adv F 59 15 2 Therapist 21 273 4/5 5.36

(*) Pseudonym
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(this was the basis for dividing the participants into the two distinct groups); e) level of 

psychological development measured through the MAP (251 vs 224) was different in 

both groups, with the more-experienced group showing a significantly higher mean (the 

difference is 27 points, or about 1.5 Standard Deviations); and f) NAS equanimity scores 

(4.7 vs 4.9) were similar.  

Table 4. Sample Description and Group Comparison

Beginner 
Meditators

Advanced 
Meditators 

Sample Min Max Mean 
Difference

N 5 5 10

Male (Female) 2 (3) 2 (3) 4 (6)

Caucasian 100 % 100 % 100 %

Age M (SD) 51 (5.54) 59 (2.7) 54.9 (6.14) 46 64 Significant*

Education Yrs M 
(SD)

17 (3) 16.4 (1,34) 16.7 (2.26) 14 22

SES M (SD) 3.6 (.89) 2.4 (.55) 3 (.94) 2 5 Significant*

Yrs Practice M (SD) 11.8 (3.7) 20.2 (2.8) 16 (5.4) 8 24 Significant*

MAP score M (SD) 224 (18) 250 (16) 237 (22) 207 273 Significant*

NAS score M (SD) 4.87 (.47) 4.74 (.43) 4.8 (.44) 4.23 5.46

SES values: 5 (high), 4 (medium-high), 3 (medium), 2 (medium-low), 1 (low)

(*) 0.05 confidence level
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Measures  

 Once reports for equanimity and psychological development were completed by 

the participants, scores were calculated. NAS scores were calculated by the researcher 

following instructions from the instruments' developers. Data for level of psychological 

development was sent via email to a highly trained and qualified MAP rater who 

analyzed and scored each participant's MAP protocol and then returned these results to 

the researcher. 

 Equanimity scores (NAS). As displayed on Table 4, and contrary to expected 

results, average NAS equanimity score of advanced practitioners was 4.74 (SD = 0.43), 

which is slightly lower than the 4.87 (SD = 0.47) of beginner practitioners. The difference 

in the mean NAS equanimity scores is not statistically significant. Average NAS 

equanimity scores for this total sample of Zen practitioners is 8% higher than the 

normative population 4.44 (SD = 0.81). See Table 5 for NAS results. 

 Level of psychological development (MAP). As can be gathered from Table 6, of 

the 10 participants in the study, none of them scored at pre-conventional levels of 

development, 8 (80%) scored at conventional levels, 2 (20%) scored at post-conventional 

levels. Among beginner practitioners, 3 out of 5 operated at stage 3/4, the lowest level of 

development found in the sample. Among advanced practitioners 2 out of 5 subjects 

entered the post-conventional tier, scoring at stage 4/5, the highest level of development 

in the sample. In the beginner meditators group the average subject MAP score of 224 

places subjects between stage 3/4 and stage 4. In the advanced meditators group the 
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average subject MAP score of 250 places subjects between stage 4 and stage 4/5. The 

difference found between the mean MAP scores in the two groups, where advanced 

practitioners exhibit a higher average MAP score (250) than beginner practitioners (224), 

is statistically significant (t (8) =  2.42; p = .042 < 0.05). The comparison of level of 

development in the sample with the population at large (Table 7) shows that participants 

in the current study exceed percentages of post-conventional development noted in the 

general population. 

Table 5. Equanimity: Mean Scores and Standard Deviations

Characteristics Beginner Zen 
(n = 5)

Advanced Zen    
(n = 5)

Total Sample         
(n = 10)

Non-meditators*   
(n = 270)

Gender (female): n (%) 3 (60) 3 (60) 6 (60) 185 (71.70)

Age (years): M (SD) 50.6 (5.54) 59.2 (2.77) 54.9 (6.13) 37.90 (10.83)

Years of meditation 
experience: M (SD)

11.8 (3.56) 20.2 (2.77) 16 (5.35) NA

NAS (Equanimity) : M (SD) 4.87 (0.47) 4.74 (0.43) 4.80 (0.43) 4.44 (0.81)

!55



Table 6. Tier and Development Level for Zen Practitioners in Each Group

Tiers of 
Development

Level 
Develop+

Beginner      
n (%)

Advanced          
n (%)

Total n (%)        
By Level

Total n (%)        
By Tier

Tier 2: 
Conventional

3 8 (80)

3/4 3 (100) 3 (100)

4/3 1 (50) 1 (50) 2 (100)

4 1 (33) 2 (66) 3 (100)

Tier 3:        Post 
Conventional

4/5 2 (100) 2 (100) 2 (20)

5/4

5

Total 5 (100) 5 (100) 10 (100) 10 (100)

Table 7. Tier and Development Level: Zen Practitioners vs. Normative Population

Level Develop+ Zen Study Historical 
Composite

Full SES 
Composite

Professional 
Highly Educated

2 0 5 13 2.5

2 (3) to 3 (2) 0 8 23 2.5

3 0 14 12 15

3 (4) to 4(3) 50 32 31 33

4 30 34 18 40

4 (5) to 5(4) 20 6 3 7

5 0 0 0 0

Total 100 % 100 % 100 % 100 %

n = 10 n = 282 n = 75 n = 207

Note. Adapted from In Over Our Heads: The Mental Demands of Modern Life (p. 195) by 
R. Kegan, 1994, Cambridge, MA; Harvard University Press. Copyright 1994 by the 
President and Fellows of Harvard College. 
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Additional Quantitative Analysis  

 The purpose of the quantitative analysis was to understand the association 

between the dependent (equanimity score, level of psychological development) and 

independent variables (demographic data and Zen practice experience). Bivarate 

correlations, using Pearson correlation coefficients, were calculated to determine the 

statistical associations among the variables, and p-values were used for significance 

testing. Also, simple regression analysis was used to capture the trend between variables. 

Given the small sample size (n = 10) dividing the sample in two groups (advanced and 

beginners) tends to reduce statistical power; therefore the correlation and regression 

analysis were performed using the entire sample. Simple mean comparisons of 

equanimity scores and level of psychological development were performed in the two 

groups (advanced and beginners). There is an outlier in the sample (Geminis) who had 

very low experience (8 years) and very high MAP score (stage 4 or 254 score). Therefore, 

the statistical analyses are performed with and without this outlier and the results are 

compared. Table 8 and 9 display the correlation matrix among variables with and without 

Geminis (outlier). Table 10 displays the results of the linear regression analyses.  
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Table 8. Pearson Correlations

Age Gender Edu SES Year 
Pract

MAP NAS

Age 1

Gender 0.196 1

Education -0.522 0.076 1

SES -0.576 0 0.365 1

Year Pract 0.524 0.161 0 -0.638* 1

MAP 0.819** 0.475 -0.297 -0.484 0.407 1

NAS -0.298 -0.188 0.315 -0.053 -0.038 -0.002 1

** 0.01 confidence level

* 0.05 confidence level

Table 9. Pearson Correlations - Sample without outlier (Geminis)

Age Gender Edu SES Year 
Pract

MAP NAS

Age 1

Gender 0,127 1

Education -0.461 0.218 1

SES -0.608 0.169 0.514 1

Year Pract 0.832** 0.371 -0.285 -0.665 1

MAP 0.804** 0.433 -0.210 -0.484 0.671* 1

NAS -0.251 -0.137 0.252 -0.010 -0.185 0.061 1

** 0.01 confidence level

* 0.05 confidence level
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Analysis of Level of Psychological Development Data 

 Hypothesis I. Zen practice experience is positively associated with psychological 

development. Therefore, it was anticipated that longer-term Zen practice will relate to 

higher levels of psychological development as measured by the MAP and advanced Zen 

practitioners will score a higher level than beginner Zen practitioners. 

 Level of psychological development and length of Zen practice experience. The 

comparison of level of psychological development in the two groups shows that there is a 

higher share of participants at the higher realms of development (i.e. post-conventional) 

in the advanced group than in the beginner group. Also, the difference in the mean MAP 

Table 10. Linear Regression Analysis (sample with and without outlier)

Dependent/Independent Variable Parameter 
Estimate SE Standarized 

Coefficient (β) R-Square

NAS / Years of Practice -0.003 0.029 -0.039 0.001

MAP/Years of Practice 1.667 1.321 0.407 0.166

MAP/Age 2.924 0.724 0.819** 0.671**

Sample without outlier (Geminis)

NAS / Years of Practice -0.017 0.035 -0.185 0.034

MAP/Years of Practice 3.105 1.297 0.671* 0.450*

MAP/Age 2.888 0.808 0.804** 0.646**

** 0.01 and * 0.05 confidence level
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scores in the two groups is significant (Table 4). The correlation analysis shows that the 

relationship between MAP and number of years of Zen practice experience, although it 

was in the expected direction (Pearson Coefficient 0.43), was not quite significant at the .

05 significance level. Data from the linear regression analysis showed that years of Zen 

practice was not quite a significant predictor of MAP scores at the .05 significance level. 

While the trends are in the expected direction, the results are not strong enough to be 

statistically significant with the sample size of ten participants.  

 However, there is a notable outlier in the data set, and when the outlier (Geminis) 

is removed, the analysis shows that length of Zen practice is a significant predictor of 

MAP scores (Table 10) and a high and significant correlation (Pearson Coefficient, 0.671) 

exists between these variables (Table 9). Years of Zen practice alone explained 45% of 

the variability of MAP scores. That is, when the sample is cleared from outliers, length of 

Zen practice is a significant predictor of MAP scores. 

 Level of psychological development and age. Among the independent variables, 

age exhibited both a high and significant correlation with MAP scores (see Pearson 

Coefficient 0.82 in Table 8). While previous studies show a positive correlation between 

age and psychological development (e.g. Bauer, 2011), the high effect size of the 

correlation evidenced in the sample of study was unexpected and may be attributable to 

the small sample size. This result does not vary when the outlier Geminis is taken out of 

the sample: 1) age remains a significant predictor of MAP score and 2) there is also a 

high significant correlation between age and Zen experience (see Pearson Coefficient 

0.80 in Table 9). That is, older Zen practitioners have higher Zen experience and higher 
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development level. However, the small sample size limits the analysis required to 

establish how much of the MAP variability is attributable to age, Zen experience or other 

potentially confounding variables leaving this question open for future studies. 

 Conclusion. The results from the statistical analysis in the sample without outliers 

support the hypothesis that length of Zen practice is associated with psychological 

development. According to the analysis, longer term Zen practice is associated with 

higher levels of psychological development and advanced practitioners exhibit higher 

MAP scores than beginner practitioners. However, the small sample size did not allow us 

to perform the required statistical analysis to know how much of the variability in 

psychological development could be attributed to Zen experience, age or other 

confounding variables. 

Analysis of Equanimity Data 

 Hypothesis II. Zen practice experience is positively associated with equanimity. 

Therefore, it was anticipated that longer term Zen practice will relate to higher 

equanimity scores as measured by the Non-attachment Scale (NAS) and advanced 

practitioners will exhibit higher average equanimity scores than beginner practitioners.  

 Results. The simple regression analysis between equanimity scores and number of 

year of Zen practice (see Table 10) shows that no trend exists between these two variables 

as the of the slope of the linear relationship is virtually zero. In addition, the correlation 

coefficient (Pearson Coefficient - 0.04) shows a lack of meaningful relationship between 

these two variables (Table 8). The comparison of the mean equanimity scores in the two 
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groups shows that advanced practitioners' scores are lower than those from beginner 

practitioners (4.7 vs 4.9). The difference found between mean NAS scores in the two 

groups is not statistically significant (t (8) = .497; p = .65 > 0.05) at the .05 significance 

level (Table 4). 

 Conclusion. The results from the statistical analysis do not support the hypothesis 

that length of Zen practice is associated with equanimity. According to the sample 

analysis, length of Zen practice experience is not associated with equanimity level and 

advanced practitioners do not exhibit higher equanimity scores than beginner 

practitioners. 

Qualitative Data Analysis 

 The purpose of the analysis of the one-on-one interviews was to identify the main 

themes that emerged from the Zen meditators’ experience of change related to their 

practice. A total of 48 codes were included in the master theme list. These codes were 

either categorized as transformational (self, other, reality), equanimity related or non-

classified. The focus of this analysis was to explore the changes experienced in each 

group and in the entire sample.  

 The most important themes in the entire sample are displayed in Table 11 and 

summarized in Table 12. These tables show that although both groups discuss 

transformational themes, the themes of focus differ per experience group. That is, 
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beginner practitioners mainly focus on the "transformation of the self" (22 out of 35 or 

63% of total scores) whereas advanced practitioners focus on "transformation of the 

relationship with others" (16 out of 26 or 62% of total scores). Equanimity is discussed 

by advanced practitioners (20 out of 28 or 72% of total scores) more frequently than by 

beginner practitioners (8 out of 28 or 28% of total scores).  

 In summary, the analysis of the trends in the sample gathered from data collected 

in Table 11 and 12 suggests the following:  

 Psychological development. Both groups, advanced and beginners, discuss 

experiencing changes related to transformation or shift in perspective in connection to 

self, relationship with others and the world. The beginner group mainly focuses around 

the experience of "transformation of the self" whereas the advanced group discuss a 

broader range of themes in the categories of others and reality, primarily focusing on the 

"transformation of the relationship with others". 

 Equanimity. Although both groups, advanced and beginners, discuss experiencing 

changes that could relate to the development of equanimity, the proportion of changes 

related to equanimity is substantially higher among advanced practitioners than among 

beginners. Long-term practitioners frequently discuss a cluster of terms that describe an 

inner state of peace that strongly resonates with equanimity (serenity, quieting the mind, 

reactivity, peace, calm, centered). Such themes are rarely mentioned by beginner 

practitioners. 
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Table 11.Top Themes Indicating Trends in the Sample

Type Themes

Number of 
Respondents 

(n = 10)

% of 
Respondents 
in Beginners 

Group 

% of 
Respondents in 

Advanced Group 

Equa Peace 4 4 (100 %)

Equa Quieting the mind 3 3 (100 %)

Trans Others Relating to others from authentic 
self

4 4 (100 %)

Trans Others Relating to others' authentic self 3 3 (100 %)

Equa Calm 4 3 (75 %)

Equa Serenity 6 4 (80 %)

Equa Less affected (negative issues) 3 2 (66 %)

Kind 3 2 (66 %)

Equa Reactivity 3 2 (66 %)

Trans Self Free/Liberated (from 
conditioning)

3 2 (66 %)

Resilience 3 2 (66 %)

Strength 3 2 (66 %)

Equa Centered 5 3 (60 %)

Trans Reality Negativity Dissolves (change in 
problems perspective)

5 3 (60 %)

Trans Others Clarity/Awareness perceiving 
others’ (problems, defects)

5 3 (60 %)

Trans Self Authentic Self (becoming) 7 4 (57 %)

Trans Others Acceptance of others 5 3 (60 %)

Trans Others Understanding others better 6 4 (66 %)

Trans Self Self-knowledge 6 4 (66 %)

Empathy 3 2 (66 %)

Trans Reality Reality is beyond concepts 3 2 (66 %)
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Trans Others Seeing others as equals 3 2 (66 %)

Equa Open 3 2 (66 %)

Trans Self Self-Acceptance 6 3 (60 %)

Trans Self Self-awareness (defects, reason 
for actions)

4 3 (75 %)

Trans Self Self-clarity (right action, decision 
making)

4 3 (75 %)

Trans Self Self-analysis and management 5 4 (80 %)

Table 11.Top Themes Indicating Trends in the Sample

Type Themes

Number of 
Respondents 

(n = 10)

% of 
Respondents 
in Beginners 

Group 

% of 
Respondents in 

Advanced Group 

 Table 12. Summary of Top Themes Indicating Trends in the Sample 

Type
Sample (n = 10) Beginners Group Advanced Group

 Meta theme: Transformation

Trans Self 35 (100%) 22 (63%) 13 (37%)

Trans Others 26 (100%) 10 (38%) 16 (62%)

Trans Reality 8 (100%) 2 (25%) 6 (75%)

Total Number of Scores 69 (100%) 34 (49%) 35 (51%)

Meta theme: Equanimity

Equa 28 (100%) 8 (28%) 20 (72%)

Total Number of Scores 28 (100%) 10 (28%) 20 (72%)

!65



Theme Analysis 

 The nature of the experience of change, if any, of Zen practitioners is analyzed in 

this section. The three most important meta themes that emerged from the participants 

interviews are discussed in further detail. For each meta theme, the theme information 

presented is organized not only by group experience (beginner and advanced) but also by 

tier of development (conventional and post-conventional). The intention is to highlight 

when level of experience or level of psychological development is related to a cluster of 

ideas. When available, examples from each experience group are provided. The meta 

themes presented are arranged in descending order by most frequently occurring codes: 

1. Transformation of the self 

2. Transformation of the relationship with others 

3. The development of equanimity 

Theme 1: Transformation of the Self 

 Following the theme analysis, as can be gathered from Table 13, the meta theme 

of the evolving self, although relevant to both experience groups, seems to be more 

salient to beginner practitioners (22 out of 35 or 63% of total scores) than to advanced 

practitioners (13 out of 35 or 37% of total scores). The most frequent common themes 

shared in the two groups suggest that Zen practice is related to the experience of 

"becoming my authentic self", increasing "self-knowledge" and increasing "self-

acceptance". Beginner practitioners mainly focus on discussing themes related to the 

process of organizing self (self-analysis, self-awareness, clarity) while advanced 
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practitioners talk about the self being liberated from constraints (free/liberated from 

conditioning). 

 Shared themes in the sample. Examples of testimonies in the two groups about 

how Zen practice contributes to self-knowledge and to becoming more authentic are: 

Beginner practitioners 

We could say that Zen practice has brought me home. It is not that I have gone 
somewhere or moved forward but I have come back to being who have I always 

Table 13. Transformation of the Self: Main Themes

Type Themes
Respondent
s (n = 10)

Beginners      
(n = 5)

Advanced *      
(n = 5)

%         
C/P  

Trans Self-analysis and 
management

5 80 % 4 20 % 1 100/0

Trans Self-awareness (defects, 
reason for actions)

4 75 % 3 25 % 1 100/0

Trans Self-clarity (right action, 
decision making)

4 75 % 3 25 % 1 100/0

Trans Self-knowledge 6 66 % 4 34 % 2 100/0

Trans Authentic Self (becoming) 7 57 % 4 43 % 3 86/14

Trans Self -Acceptance 6 50 % 3 50 % 3 84/16

Trans Free/Liberated (from 
conditioning)

3 34 % 1 66 % 2 66/33

Number of Scores 35 (63 %) 22 (37%) 13

(*) sorted in ascending order
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been. Now I remember when I was a child and I see myself more as I was when I 
was a child. (Gandaff, male, beginner, level 3/4) 

(through Zen) You change towards an authenticity that lays within you. You no 
longer act following others' slogans or what others want from you. Now there are 
other priorities within you, isn't it? You want to be more authentic...perhaps. 
(Geminis, female, beginner, level 4) 

Advanced practitioners 

Zen practice mainly makes me be myself. Basically in my life, as I was a priest 
before, I used to have to respond to norms and patterns that others had decided for 
me beforehand, but I was not being myself. And Zen practice has helped me learn 
that being faithful to God means being faithful to myself, to what my deepest self 
demands from me. (Aguila, male, advanced, level 4) 

If I did not practice Zen I would be more superficial, more stupid. There is 
something within me that is attracted to Zen practice, a part that is really 
interested in it. Thanks to Zen I see myself more deep, more serene, more 
authentic. (Cacerenia, female, advanced, level 4) 

Zen practice makes me go to this space that cannot be called a place, to that which 
I really am, to be able to see what I really am, sometimes with more clarity, others 
with less, but also to learn to walk in the dark. (Libelula, female, advanced, level 
4/5) 

 Main themes discussed in the beginners group. The most relevant themes for 

beginner practitioners (60% of share or above) relate to "self-awareness" (4 out of 5); 

being able to "self-analyze and manage" (3 out of 5); and having "clarity about the right 

course of action" (3 out of 5). There are many examples that show these themes 

combined. For instance, Nasrudin, reflects on the build-up of his own identity (self-

awareness) and the difficulty found in attempting to let go of this construction: 
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(thanks to Zen practice) You become aware that your identity is built upon 
desires. It is a positive construction of your identity and it is difficult to let go. It 
is not the same thing giving up a hobby than giving up the desires that make up 
your identity. (Nasrudin, male, beginner, level 3/4) 

 For him practice involves constant reflection leading to getting unstuck from old 

patterns, (self-analysis and management). He mentions the difficulty involved in handling 

this new way of seeing. Because of this increased awareness, Zen practice does not allow 

him to continue fooling himself and he has to do things differently (awareness about 

action): 

Zen practice means constant inquiry. Sitting shakes you up and dislodges you 
from where you were stuck, your psychological and emotional mechanism, your 
behavioral patterns and emotional energies. We talk about letting go of thoughts 
but we also need to let go the emotions and desires. (Nasrudin, male, beginner, 
level 3/4) 

You no longer fool yourself and [you] start seeing 'things' as they are and you 
accept them. You also get rid of this victim role within your mind so you become 
more aware of the times when you are your own abuser and you try to avoid that 
and attempt to do things differently. In order to do that you need to let go of your 
things and many of them are very your own. You are not who you thought you 
were. (Nasrudin, male, beginner, level 3/4) 

 This new gained awareness leads Nasrudin to being more loving and to having 

clarity about when he is not acting accordingly (self-awareness). The capacity for 

awareness acts as an internal radar always on: 

Zen has helped me on an emotional level. When I do not act from a loving place I 
notice it a lot more than before and it hurts me a lot. I cannot act like that any 
longer. I do it because there are things inside myself that are automatic responses, 
deeply rooted but when I do it I now have a greater realization that I am doing it. 
Nothing can escape this internal radar. (Nasrudin, male, beginner, level 3/4) 
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 Another example is Gandaff, who mentions how Zen practice brings awareness 

about his poisonous roots, anger and pride (self-awareness), how he can now mediate 

between arising character defects and manage to handle these before they manifest (self-

analysis and management) and how as a result of this process, he feels he has improved 

morally (clarity about right action): 

We could say that practice has made me improve morally and ethically in a 
natural way. When I arrived to Zen practice I was angry at life and this would 
translate into anger attacks. I am usually a very calm person but I would have 
these anger breakouts. So in the beginning I told this to the Zen teacher and her 
advice was to keep sitting and this anger has been purified. Now I almost never 
get angry. I have improved a lot. We could say that this was one of my seals. The 
other one was pride, I had myself set up on a pedestal, the ego. Now my ego is a 
lot softer or smaller. (Gandaff, male, beginner, level 3/4) 

(now thanks to Zen) I let myself go less by the poisonous roots as Zen calls them. 
I have them a bit more under control. They never disappear completely but we 
could say that I notice them coming even before they get expressed. I see them 
emerging soon before I even express them and most of the time I do not express 
them. I have greater capacity to control passions, any sort of passion. I talk about 
anger because for me it was the most visible one but I can also talk about others 
such as pride. I am a lot more conscious about the defects and seals that I have. 
(Gandaff, male, beginner, level 3/4) 

 Geminis self reflects on the nature of her social obligations. She attributes to Zen 

practice her awareness about whether such obligations are cultural shoulds or in fact 

aligned with her inner self. Her narrative is another example of increased self-awareness, 

self-analysis management and clarity about what is the right action to follow: 

Zen helps you deepen in your daily life, gaining depth over your behavior, over 
everything that you do. Zen gives you the answer about what you have to do and 
from there you feel that security because maybe before you used to do what others 
told you to do. So now you feel safer. (Geminis, female, beginner, level 4) 
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Practice helps you to search for the answer within yourself, an answer that is not 
the usual answer. You question this answer but it comes from inside yourself. It is 
not easy. You question the usual answer and this self enquiry comes from within. 
But it is not easy. What is easy is to act as you have always done, maybe because 
of fear so now you are more free. (Zen practice) gives you consciousness. You 
realize how you have always acted and now you see that this is not a way of 
acting, not with impositions, not with manipulations. This is where you see it. It is 
hard but you act (as you think you should). This maybe has come from deepening 
in my Zen practice but I cannot tell you how this has happened. I think it is the 
sittings that make you change and have more consciousness. Yes, it is through 
sitting but I do not know how it works. It is during the sittings. (Geminis, female, 
beginner, level 4) 

 Main themes discussed in the advanced group. The experience of transformation 

in this group is different depending on whether the individuals are operating at the 

conventional (level 4) or post-conventional (level 4/5) tier of development. As opposed to 

conventional participants, post-conventional individuals spend little time talking about 

their self.  As can be gathered from Table 13 there are themes regarding the process of 

organizing  the self that post-conventional participants do not discuss. In this respect, it 

seems that the themes that characterize the experience of the evolving self at the 

conventional level are no longer salient to post-conventional practitioners. The following 

are examples of the deep involvement in the process of transformation of the self of 

advanced practitioners operating at the conventional tier (stage 4): 

On an internal level, especially when I practice intensely a few days on a row, I 
can see with clarity everything that I do wrong and all my character defects, 
because usually you do not see that or you do not accept it. (thanks to Zen) You 
see bad habits, defects, things that I do wrong, which is huge. And this helps me 
to change them, to accept them. This really helps me a lot. (Aguila, male, 
advanced, level 4) 
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When you are in a path like Zen, being coherent and consequent involves 
assuming certain values that Zen practice demands from you and that you 
gradually make your own. These values are not those of society, so you start 
feeling you are swimming up the river. You feel you are a strange creature, you 
feel lonely, and sometimes it is not that it is difficult to keep on but you realize 
you are in nowhere's land. You are not with those who are enlightened but you are 
not with those that have a conventional life. There is component of certain doubt 
and certain darkness in following this path. (Gorrion, male, advanced, level 4) 

 Instead post-conventional practitioners focus on describing not the process of 

transformation of the self but the characteristics of this new self and its relationship with 

others and the world. Their examples sound as if after a long path of inner struggles they 

have arrived to a beautiful place. For instance, Libelula describes the characteristics of 

the new self in the following way: 

This new self is a being filled with peace, there is no fear, there is profound trust 
and everything that this self surrounds and is present to is loving. This new self is 
deeply loving and feels connected with everything. We are a dance with 
everything. (Libelula, female, advanced, level 4/5) 

 Libélula is also capable of distancing from her new self and being able to describe 

as observer her relationship with her self. She feels a loving attitude towards anything 

that happens to this self: 

In Zen practice you are no longer there, you are by not being there anymore. 
When there is a relationship, there is my self and the one who it is in relationship 
to. So Zen practice has influenced this relationship in the sense that whenever my 
self shows up and that with which it is in relationship to I have a loving attitude 
towards it and with everything that happens to me. And I relate to this self, with a 
loving attitude, an attitude of no-judgement towards everything that happens to 
me, this is not exactly what Zen does but it is an attitude that Zen helps me 
cultivate. (Libelula, female, advanced, level 4/5) 
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 In a similar way, Aurora, a female, advanced practitioner at level 4/5, does not 

spend any time describing inner self battles but discusses the acquired capacity to get the 

"I" out of the way in her personal relationships. This capacity to get the self out of the 

way and be able to observe it will be described in the following section about 

transformation of the relationship with others. 

Theme 2: Transformation of the Relationship with Others  

 As can be gathered from Table 14 the meta theme of "transformation of the 

relationship with others" although discussed in both experience groups, seems to be more 

salient to advanced practitioners (16 out of 26 or 62% of total scores) than to beginner 

practitioners (10 out of 26 or 38% of total scores). The most frequent themes shared in 

the two groups related to better understanding and accepting others: "understanding 

others better","acceptance of others" and "clarity/awareness of others". Participants in 

both groups discuss how transformation in the relationship with the self (increased self-

awareness, self-knowledge, self acceptance) is related to transformation in the 

relationship with others (understanding others better, seeing others as equals, accepting 

others). This notion is supported by comparing Table 13 and Table 14 as themes in both 

tables can be paired: increased self-acceptance and accepting others; increased self-

knowledge and understanding others better and finally, becoming my authentic self and 

relating to others from my authentic self and to others' authentic self. These comments 

suggest that changes in perspective about the self may precede and inform changes in the 

relationship with others. Testimonies suggest that this transformation of the relationship 
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with others over time of practice culminates in being able to relate to others from 

authentic self and with others' authentic self. 

 Main themes discussed in the beginners group. Among the 4 beginner 

practitioners who mentioned this meta theme, "understanding others better" is the 

element most frequently mentioned (4 out of 5). The participants in this group provide 

interesting comments connecting the  transformation of the relationship with others 

Table 14. Transformation of the Relationship with Others: Main Themes

Type Themes
Respondent
s (n = 10)

Beginners      
(n = 5)

Advanced *      
(n = 5)

%         
C/P  

Trans Relating from authentic self 4 100 % 4 50/50

Trans Relating to others’ authentic self 3 100 % 3 34/66

Trans Acceptance of others 5 60 % 3 40 % 2 100/0

Trans Seeing others as equals 3 34 % 1 66 % 2 100/0

Trans Clarity/Awareness perceiving 
others’ (problems, defects)

5 40 % 2 60 % 3 60/40

Trans Understanding others better 6 66 % 4 33 % 2 100/0

Number of Scores 26 (38 %) 10 (62%) 16

(*) sorted in descending order
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(seeing others as equal, understanding others better, accepting others) with the 

transformation of the relationship of the self: 

My relationship with others has changed. Thanks to Zen I feel more empathy, I 
put myself in the place of another person and understand that person better. 
Maybe his behavior upsets me but this person has its struggles and maybe his 
behavior is a product of his instability or his problems and maybe these problems 
are much bigger than mine. (Killer, female, beginner, level 3/4). 

Now I am more conscious about others, I am more sensitive in regards to 
everything that relates to them. I am more conscious about the other person in his 
entirety. And well, I am less demanding, I ask less from others because you 
realize that much of what you put outside is something that belongs inside. You 
may think that you have an existential problem with others when in fact it is only 
you who through your own energies is creating the same circumstance over and 
over again. (Nasrudin, male, beginner, level 3/4). 

 This idea is further emphasized by Geminis, who explains her own change in 

perspective about relationships in the following terms: 

Given that you now have a greater perception of your own defects and about how 
difficult it is to see them and to work with them, then you see others and you can 
appreciate where they are. It is as if there were no distance between yourself and 
the other person. And if you are a little alert you do not criticise them because 
they are going through what you just went through or what you are now going 
through. Therefore there is more empathy and you do not criticise any more or 
you do it less. When you criticise others you really notice it and it leaves you a 
sour taste and you tell yourself, let’s go back to the practice as now I am falling in 
old patterns. (Geminis, female, beginner, level 4). 

 Also, beginner practitioners discuss having a greater awareness about what is 

happening to others to the point of having an intuitive perception. This theme is shared by 

beginner practitioner Gandaff and advanced practitioner Aurora.  

For instance, in my work, I am a nurse, when a new person comes in, the moment 
they cross the doorway, I immediately, even before this person talks I intuitively 
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know how this person is doing and what she is going to tell me about. (Gandaff, 
male, beginner, level 3/4). 

 Main themes discussed in the advanced group. Among the 5 advanced 

participants who discussed this meta theme, the most frequent elements were: "relating 

from authentic self" (4 out of 5) and "relating to others authentic self" (3 out of 5). 

Although individuals in the advanced group share common themes with beginner 

practitioners (e.g., seeing other as equals, acceptance of others, awareness of others), it is 

the notion of relating to others authentic self and from the authentic self that appears as 

unique and distinctive of the advanced group of practitioners. Although this theme is 

mentioned by some conventional advanced practitioners (Cacerenia), it is post-

conventional practitioners in this group (Aurora and Libelula) who more frequently 

discuss in this theme. The following examples illustrate these elements:  

I see others in a less superficial way, with less stupidity. For instance if now I am 
interested in someone I do not care if this person wears a piercing or a tattoo, it is 
the same for me. I now see more the essence of the person. (Cacerenia, female, 
advanced, level 4) 

 Aurora, female operating at level 4/5, discusses being able to manage to put the 

"I" aside when she relates to others. In her view, this change invites others to relate from 

a different part of themselves not contaminated by fear or suspicion: 

For example, I'm a doctor. So, in my work, before it was like my "I" somehow 
was always in the middle, my I, my interests, my.... And I think that since I 
practice Zen I have polished that. And I notice this because people are turning to 
me in a different way. In general, without suspicion, without fears on the part of 
the people. I am now freer of myself, somehow. I mention this because at work is 
the place where I have seen it most. It is a very intense activity, as you can 
imagine. I realise that in some way, I transmit that, I leave aside my interest, I 
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manage to avoid it more in my work. In my work the focus of interest is the 
interest of the other, not mine, isn't it? But I have been much more able to do this 
since I practice Zen. Then, of course, since I am more without "I" in the middle, I 
receive others better, and in the same way, I understand others better. Before I 
could get confused, I could misunderstand people. Now I sometimes see behind 
the intentions of others, it takes effort, but it was more difficult before. Now I see 
more clearly. I think this is because of Zen. But it is also true that it may be 
because of life experience, we are all maturing. But I believe Zen has a lot to do 
with it, especially in the issue of taking the "I" out. I mean, if I'm more transparent 
we'll say, more receptive, more without my ego in the middle, then it is easier for 
people to come towards you. (Aurora, female, advanced, level 4/5) 

 In a similar way, Libelula, discusses this new way of being in relationships which 

includes the experience of relating from a place of authenticity and seeing others true 

self. 

Zen practice gives roots to my path of compassion and maybe it allows me to be 
constantly present, in interpersonal and intimate relationships, from an essential 
place of being. I can be there for others more from my center and also feel the 
other person from his center even if he does not show up this way. I can see him 
like this, looking at a different place that I know that he is. (Libelula, female, 
advanced, level 4/5) 

My work as body therapist is strongly related with being present for others. 
Therefore I can do things from this presence. It is my self who is present and the 
more present I am the more I can be centered to what others present to me. 
(Libelula, female, advanced, level 4/5) 

 Beyond the unique themes of post-conventional practitioners discussed above, 

this section concludes with a few additional examples where advanced practitioners 

mention common shared themes earlier discussed in the beginners group. For instance, 

Aurora  provides an interesting testimony of "clarity/awareness about others". Similar to 

male beginner practitioner Gandaff, female advanced practitioner Aurora discusses how 
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thanks to her practice she now feels capable of understanding others better as she has a 

greater awareness about others: 

Since I practice Zen, the impression I have is that I am more aware of reality. In 
the beginning, I noticed it a lot with people, you know? I realised that I "got" 
them. So you know? Before I practiced Zen I was very perceptive but I was not 
aware of that perception. And since I started doing Zen I realised that I was aware, 
that I could put words to it and say, that person has that intentionality and it was 
true, you know?. (Aurora, female, advanced, level 4/5) 

 Also, Aguila, a male advanced practitioner, discusses the common shared theme 

of accepting and understanding others as a result of the development of a relationship 

with the self. 

I see relationship with others as part of the same reality that I am. Others are 
called to live the same things that I am called to live. In this sense I fill myself 
with patience and understanding for others. You perceive as if we are all part of 
the same reality, we are part of this "all" that has no name. I see others same as I 
see myself, I understand them better, I can see their point of view better. I see that 
they are in a different place than I am but I understand them. You sometimes place 
yourself as a brother, anything that they may do you soon forget it. I am director 
of an NGO and I work with drug addicts and I spend time with them, I get close 
to them as if I was one of them. I go on excursions with them, I am with them, we 
are all the same, there is no difference. (Aguila, male, advanced, level 4) 

 The conclusion of this theme exploration is that the transformation of the 

relationship with others seems to be a continuation of the transformation of the 

relationship of the self. 

Theme 3: Equanimity 

 Throughout the interviews, Zen practitioners discuss experiencing a cluster of 

themes (serenity, peace, calm, openness, less reactivity) that resonate with Buddhist and 
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psychology definitions of equanimity. Equanimity is, jointly with transformation of the 

self, the most frequently discussed theme among the Zen practitioners interviewed. As 

can be gathered from Table 15 its presence is significantly higher among advanced 

practitioners (20 out of 28 or 72% of total scores) than among beginners (8 out of 28 or 

28% of total scores). Zen practitioners relate experiencing equanimity in the face of 

difficult situations to their Zen practice. This new way of handling difficulties seems to 

be connected to a shift in perspective that may take place in two ways: 1) over the long 

term through a gradual transformation of how the practitioner sees the self, others and the 

world and 2) instantaneously, in just one sitting. According to Zen practitioners, the 

gradual shift in perspective associated with equanimity may be related to an increased 

awareness which leads to better understanding of the inner workings of life, reducing 

resistance to accept matters as they are. Advanced participants also mention the notion 

that a sudden shift can take place in just one sitting where negativity dissolves. These 

practitioners see their practice as "refuge". They have the confidence that no matter what 

happens to them, there is always a place to go to and come out differently, with a new 

perspective. 

 Main themes discussed in the beginners group. Several practitioners in this group 

provide comments about the possible association between equanimity and Zen practice. 

Killer suggests that Zen practice has helped her to change her attitude towards problems, 

to face difficulties with greater acceptance and serenity. She no longer has a need to 

change things. Instead, she works on reducing internal resistances and accepting what is.  

!79



Zen has changed my attitude towards problems. I have more acceptance and 
serenity now. Not all the time or in every occasion but it has helped me to reduce 
my anxiety level and my need to change things. Therefore, I feel more serene, I 
take things more easy, I look for a solution to problems, if they have a solution 
fine, if not, I am not going to die. I try to reduce its importance. Suffering is not 
something that will ever disappear, it will always be there, but I face it with more 
acceptance, before I would get more upset and frustrated but not now. We could 
say that it is a matter of reducing certain internal resistance. (Killer, female, 
beginner, 3/4). 

 Gandaff gives an example of the role Zen practice played when dealing with 

difficulties.  

The most important test for my Zen practice was when my mother died two years 
ago. iI was very tough as she was well and died in only two months time. To my 
surprise I handled the situation with enormous aplomb and serenity. And did Zen 
practice helped me ? Yes, that was my nourishment. I would sit with my pain and 
big tears would come out but that was what healed and helped me. (Gandaff, 
male, beginner, 3/4). 

 For Geminis her practice gives her a sense of security that comes from an 

increased awareness about herself and others that guides her about how she should 

behave. The awareness helps her change her perspective. She can now choose not to 

react, and instead detach and remain calm. She is no longer easily triggered. 

Zen has given me a lot of confidence. A confidence about knowing how to act. I 
feel there is something within me that makes me act not from what others tell me 
to do but from where I think I should act. I am referring to that confidence. 
(Geminis, female, beginner, level 4). 

Zen helps you see your feelings, your thoughts. Maybe you feel like criticising 
someone but you do not do it. You manage to see it is your ego that is there and 
you see it is not positive. For instance, a brother talks as if he had the ultimate 
truth. And you realise that there is a lot of insecurity in him. So when you 
perceive the reason for this harsh way of talking no longer affects you. You 
perceive it because you also used to have that before him and you can now spot it 
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on others. You observe and realise this. You are present, you accept others 
opinions, you do not impose yours, you do not react. I do not agree but it does 
not matter. (Geminis, female, beginner, level 4). 

 Main themes discussed in the advanced group. Practitioner Gorrion connects 

experiencing equanimity with a shift in perspective that may take place in relationship 

with Zen practice: 

It is not that when you meditate things do not affect you any longer or that you 
now carry an armour or have reached a Ghandi-like state but really things affect 
you less. Why ? Because now you have a wider vision, a better knowledge of 
yourself and others and about what is going on, reality and the driver behind 
many things that happen around you. (Gorrion, male, advanced, level 4) 

	 For Aguila, gaining equanimity is the result of a mystic experience that involves 

coming in contact with that other reality. 


Mainly Zen practice gives me enormous peace and makes every problem that 
shows up dissolve like sugar. Problems dilute because I see there is only one thing 
that it is truly important and this is to be in contact with that other reality, in that 
other dimension that we all are. And the rest is not important. So when I go there I 
say: "And I thought this problem was important ?" I realise that what was initially 
important, in fact, it is not important at all. Essential things are essential but the 
rest has very little importance in comparison to being in contact with that 
wonderful thing I encounter when I am there, when I enter that other reality that 
has no name and I become one with it. And once there everything loses 
importance. This experience gives you peace, happiness, well being. (Aguila, 
male, advanced, level 4) 

 In a similar way Aurora suggests that one sitting allows her to transform the initial 

negative outlook of a problem into a positive one. Following her Zen practice, she is no 

longer driven by fear or anxiety but instead feels she has returned to base line and can 
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have a new and fresh look at the problem. In this sense, Zen helps her reset peace and the 

ability to deal with any problem. 

What I most notice, is more steadiness, more safety and much more peace. As if at 
the bottom, even when things happen as you do not want them to happen, within 
the problems, the sometimes complicated situations, I believe that (Zen practice) 
gives me much more firmness, much more stability, much more security. Well, it 
is knowing that this too shall pass and I will continue my path. Is as if something 
can be temporarily bent by a strong wind but it soon bounces back, it does not 
loss ground, you know. (Aurora, female, advanced, level 4/5) 

And the firmness I notice, in that, when in the face of problems, I am not 
immutable, I am not, I am in shock but I soon return, I recover. I regain peace 
again. Now I'm talking about problems with my son. Well, this is a little too 
personal, problems with a teenage son with very serious issues, and that has 
dragged me to feel strong fear thinking about where this boy is going to finish, 
while also having a very bad relationship with him, leading me to feeling very 
afraid, you know ? Fear, discomfort, anxiety, and soon thanks to Zen recovering 
again. Return to normal and from there to be able to act again. Of course, if you 
act from a place of fear, anxiety, that is already fatal. It is this way 
psychologically. Therefore, coming back to being centred, calm, in peace and 
from there being able to look at the problem as for the first time. (Aurora, female, 
advanced, level 4/5)

Also, Libelula female advanced practitioner, discusses sitting as a way of 

transforming difficult situations. She gives an example about how through sitting she 

transformed intense fear into joy. 

Where I live there is a lot of violence, I saw police outside the house but did not 
know why they were there. I felt a lot of fear so in the middle of the night I took 
out my pyjama and I sat and started to practice Zen meditation and I stayed there 
for a long time...zazen, kinin, zazen, kinin...and did this for two hours until the 
police left. The next morning I felt a deep happiness. I lost the fear and felt very 
deep happiness. There was no fear any longer. I cannot say if fear disappeared for 
this reason or other but I was just very happy. That time I realised through Zen I 
transformed fear. But fear jumps and jumps and can show up at any time. But this 
experience fear completely disappeared and I learnt that my nature is not to be in 
fear. (Libelula, female, advanced, level 4/5) 
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 It is also Libelula who mentions that practice brings her equanimity as thanks to 

practice she understands the inner process of life and trusts it.

Sometimes you are there and nothing happens and it is fine but Zen practice 
brings me an equanimity that everything that happens has its meaning, its reason, 
its timing, its process and this gives me serenity to face life and to have the trust 
that there is always a place where I can go in any circumstance and come out 
differently. (Libelula, female, advanced, level 4/5) 

 The former interview excerpts highlight the importance of the theme equanimity 

to Zen practitioners and most importantly, to long-term practitioners. 

Table 15. Equanimity: Main Themes

Type Themes
Respondents 

(n = 10)
Beginners   

(n = 5)
Advanced *      

(n = 5)
%         

C/P  

Meta theme: Equanimity

Equa Peace 4 100 % 4 50/50

Equa Quieting of mind 3 100 % 3 66/34

Equa Serenity 6 34 % 2 66 % 4 66/34

Equa Calm 4 25 % 1 75 % 3 75/25

Equa Reactivity 3 34 % 1 66 % 2 100/0

Equa Centered 5 40 % 2 60 % 3 80/20

Equa Open 3 66 % 2 34 % 1 66/34

Number of Scores 28 28 % 8 72 % 20
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Chapter IV 

Discussion 

 The aim of the current study was to understand the relationship between Zen 

practice, equanimity and psychological development. The study hypotheses posited that 

Zen practice was positively associated with equanimity and psychological development.  

To explore these hypotheses a quantitative approach was used. In addition, qualitative 

data collected from interviews with Zen practitioners about the nature of their experience 

of change, if any, related to Zen practice, was used to inform the quantitative findings. 

The results of this study are mixed. In connection to psychological development, a 

positive association was found between Zen experience and level of psychological 

development. This result is consistent with the findings of the qualitative analysis of 

interviews with Zen practitioners. In regards to equanimity, the quantitative analysis does 

not show an association between Zen practice experience and equanimity scores. The 

results from the analysis of one-on-one Zen practitioners interviews, however, are 

inconsistent with those findings and reveal a different story. In addition, collectively 

looking at the interview data from the sample allowed for identifying insights about the 

phenomenology of the experience of change of Zen practitioners. It is important to 

remember that the small sample size limits the possibility of performing a robust analysis 

and to generalize results. The following sections discuss the results from the quantitative 
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and qualitative analysis and attempt to provide an explanation for the seemingly 

contradictory findings. 

Psychological Development and Zen Practice 

 Hypothesis I, that Zen practice is associated with psychological development 

where longer term Zen practice is related to higher levels of psychological development, 

is supported by the results of the quantitative analysis. The findings from the qualitative 

analysis of Zen practitioners interviews are consistent with the results of the quantitative 

analysis. 

Quantitative Analysis 

 In line with expected results, longer-term Zen practitioners exhibited higher levels 

of psychological development than shorter-term ones, therefore suggesting that Zen 

experience is associated with psychological development. However, the small sample 

size and the large number of explanatory variables (practice experience, age, education, 

gender, SES) limit the possibility of performing certain statistical analyses, therefore 

leaving some important questions to be resolved in future research. 

 Level of psychological development among Zen practitioners. Within the study 

sample of 10 subjects, the only 2 practitioners operating at the post-conventional tier 

(stage 4/5) belong to the advanced group and the only 3 practitioners operating at the 

!85



lowest level of development found in the sample (stage 3/4) are part of the beginners 

group. The rest of participants in both groups operated at the Self-Authoring mind (stage 

4). This highlights the fact that advanced practitioners exhibit a higher level of 

development (average MAP score 250) than beginner practitioners (average MAP score 

220), a difference found to be statistically significant. This evidence provides support for 

the hypothesis. In addition, a significant trend was found associating Zen experience and 

level of psychological development, with length of Zen experience as a predictor (0.05 

significance level) of MAP scores in the sample. This evidence provides support for the 

hypothesis. However, this finding emerges only once the outlier in the sample (participant 

Geminis) is eliminated. In fact, Geminis’ unique characteristics--being older (60 years) 

than beginners (mean average 50 years old), having shorter Zen practice experience (8 

years) than beginners (mean average 12 years of experience) and displaying a level of 

psychological development (MAP score 250) more in line with advanced 

practitioners' (mean average MAP score 250) than with beginners' (mean average MAP 

score 224) distort the analysis results. Her inclusion in the sample weakens the 

relationship between Zen experience and level of psychological development and dilutes 

the differences found in the advanced and beginner groups. In summary, the study 

hypothesis that Zen experience is associated with level of psychological development is 

supported only when the analysis is performed in a sample without outliers.  

 Confounding variable: age. The significant difference found in average MAP 

scores in the two groups could be attributed, in part, to the demographic characteristics in 

each group (i.e., age, education, SES, gender). The demographic variable age is found to 
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be a useful predictor of MAP scores (0.01 significance level) and highly correlated 

(Pearson Correlation 0.80) with MAP scores and with Zen experience (Pearson 

Correlation 0.82) in the sample without Geminis. That is, older Zen practitioners have 

longer Zen experience and higher development level. However, given the small sample 

size it is not possible to perform the multiple regression analysis required to understand 

how much of MAP variability can be accounted for by age and by Zen experience.  

 Although both variables, age and Zen experience, are useful in explaining level of 

psychological development, it is also worth noting that within the advanced group, those 

at the highest level of development (stage 4/5) are not the oldest or those with more Zen 

practice experience. For instance, Cacerenia (age 64, 24 years Zen experience) while 

being the oldest participant with the longest practice experience operates at a lower level 

of development (stage 4) than Libelula (age 59, 15 years Zen experience) and Aurora 

(age 58, 18 yrs Zen experience) who operate at stage 4/5. In the same way, Aguila (age 

58, 18 years of practice) close in age and practice experience to Libelula and Aurora, also 

operates at a lower level of development (stage 4). A similar phenomenon takes place in 

the beginner group where Gandaff (age 51, 13 years Zen experience) operates at the same 

level of development (stage 3/4) than younger practitioners Killer (age 46, 15 years Zen 

experience) and Nasrudin (age 48, 8 years Zen experience). These counter examples 

suggest that while age and Zen experience are positively associated with psychological 

development, there may be additional factors that contribute to explain MAP scores 

variance. 
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 Additional confounding variables: Although Zen practice seems to be associated 

with psychological development, Zen practice experience itself may be insufficient to 

explain MAP scores. It is likely that a confluence of factors may be required to explain 

changes in psychological development. Therefore, beyond age and Zen experience, other 

demographic characteristics (i.e., gender, education, SES) known to be positively 

associated with psychological development (Kegan, 1994, Cook-Greuter, 1994, 1999, Hy 

& Loevinger, 1996, Loevinger, 1976) could play a role explaining MAP scores 

variability. However, the small sample size limits the statistical analysis that can be 

performed to understand the contribution of each variable in explaining MAP scores, 

therefore leaving this question open. Other factors that could be positively associated 

with psychological development include: a) working in the healing professions (therapy, 

psychologists, medical doctor) since as opposed to other more individual positions 

(translator, lawyer) these jobs could increase the chance for self-reflection within the 

context of interpersonal relationships, b) engaging in additional contemplative practices 

(praying, attending religious service) or physical activities (e.g., exercise, yoga, chi kung)  

(Scott, 2009), or c) the individuals' Zen practice characteristics (e.g., dose, intensity, 

length). However, no sufficient data was collected about these factors and even so, as 

discussed earlier, the small sample size does not allow the necessary statistical analysis to 

understand their contribution to explaining MAP scores. 

 Association not causation. Although constructive developmental theory may 

suggest that practitioners initiating Zen practice at different levels of development make 

different meaning of their experience of change, and it could be interesting to know such 
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initial level of development at the start of their Zen practice, the current study is a cross-

sectional design looking for a possible association between Zen practice and 

psychological development and Zen practitioners initial level of development of Zen is 

not known. In fact, this study does not aim at establishing a relationship of causation 

between Zen practice and psychological development as to do so would require a 

longitudinal design where participants are followed over time. 

Qualitative Analysis 

 The transformational themes of focus discussed by Zen practitioners are different 

for each Zen practice experience group; beginner practitioners primarily discuss themes 

related to the "transformation of self" while advanced practitioners' focus is on the 

"transformation of the relationship with others". This evidence suggests that over time 

there is a progression of themes that Zen practitioners go through. This progression can 

be understood as being initiated by resolving struggles concerning the self and followed 

by dealing with the challenges encountered in the relationship with others. Given that 

each experience group (beginner and advanced) operates at different levels of 

psychological development, this indicates that the experience of change related to Zen 

practice is different for practitioners at different level of development, a finding that is 

aligned with the proposition made by constructive developmental theories. 

 Beginner practitioners. The focus of this group on the theme "transformation of 

the self" could be explained if we consider that they are likely to be engaged in 

transitioning from stage 3 to stage 4 in Kegan’s CDT. This shift involves dealing with the 
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challenges of moving away from a sense of self that is based upon social norms and 

expectations from others typical of the Socialized Mind (stage 3) towards a sense of self 

that is self-created upon individual choices around who the individual wants to be and 

how he decides to lead his life that characterizes the Self-Authoring Mind (stage 4) 

(Kegan, 1984). Therefore, as the individual moves from stage 3 to stage 4 he will be less 

trapped in external needs and wants and more concerned about knowing, managing and 

analyzing his own internal self. Evidence of moving towards the Self-Authoring mind is 

the capacity of the self to reflect upon the self. This notion is captured in the cluster of 

self-related themes (i.e. "self-knowledge", "self-analysis", "self-awareness", "self-

clarity") mentioned by beginners (see Table 11) and is illustrated in numerous interview 

examples: "I have greater capacity to control passions, any sort of passion. [...] I am a 

lot more conscious about the defects and flaws that I have." (Gandaff, male, beginner, 

level 3/4)" or "Zen practice means constant inquiry. Sitting shakes you up and dislodges 

you from where you were stuck. [...] Zen has helped me on an emotional 

level' (Nasrudin, male, beginner, level 3/4). "Before I would get more upset and 

frustrated but not now. We could say that it is a matter of reducing certain internal 

resistance" (Killer, beginner, level 3/4). Another example of this 3/4 shift is moving away 

from “doing what others tell me” or “expect me to do” typical of the Socialized Mind 

(stage 3) towards “doing what I think I should do” that characterizes the Self-Authoring 

Mind (stage 4) a transition discussed in the interviews:  

You change towards an authenticity that lays within you. You no longer act 
following others' slogans or what others want from you [...] Practice helps you to 
search for the answer within yourself, an answer that is not the usual answer. 
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You question this answer but it comes from inside yourself. It is not easy. 
(Geminis, female, beginner, level 4) 

 Advanced practitioners. Most experienced practitioners who primarily focus on 

"transformation of their relationship with others" appear to be dealing with the 4/5 shift. 

That is, they are involved with the challenges of moving away from the Self-Authoring 

mind (stage 4) towards the Self-Transforming mind (stage 5). This change involves 

acknowledging the limitations of the authored self by integrating the intimate and deep 

connections it has to everything and everyone else (Kegan, 1984). At stage 5, the 

individual no longer feels threatened by the self-authored internal self not operating 

smoothly and instead actively seeks out those things that go against what the internal self 

wants so that he may be changed or transformed by them (Kegan, 1984). An example of 

this transition is the theme "relating to others from authentic self" or "relating to others 

authentic self", where the individual starts to move beyond the unique and independent 

sense of self typical of stage 4 to visit "other" systems without losing its sense of self that 

by now the individual perceives as "authentic". Here is an example of the 4/5 shift:  

Maybe (Zen practice) allows me to be constantly present, in interpersonal and 
intimate relationships, from an essential place of being. I can be there for others 
more from my center and also feel the other person from his center even if he 
does not show up this way (Libelula, female, advanced, level 4/5).  

	 In the 4/5 shift, the individual even feels capable of getting the self out of the way 

in order to relate to others: "if I'm more transparent we'll say, more receptive, more 

without my ego in the middle, then it is easier for people to come towards 

you" (Aurora, female, advanced, level 4/5).  
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Additional Reflections: Qualitative Findings about Psychological Development 

 From analyzing the interview commentary in the overall sample, insights emerge 

about different aspects of the experience of change related to Zen practice and 

transformation. In fact, according to the interview analysis, transformation is the most 

frequently mentioned meta theme, above equanimity (Table 12) by Zen practitioners in 

the two experience groups. The qualitative analysis indicates that the experience of 

change of Zen practitioners is primarily composed of themes that could resonate with a 

shift in perspective that aligns with how developmental theories characterize 

transformation. Zen meditators in the sample suggest that Zen practice may facilitate the 

process of a change in perspective, becoming conscious of what before he was 

unconscious of. Examples from the interviews include the following: "Zen practice helps 

you to search for the answer within yourself, an answer that is not the usual answer. You 

question this answer but it comes from inside yourself. It is not easy." (Geminis, female, 

beginner practitioner, level 4). Here is another example: 

I used to have to respond to norms and patterns that others had decided for 
me beforehand, but I was not being myself. And Zen practice has helped me 
learn that being faithful to God means being faithful to myself (Aguila, male, 
advanced, level 4).  

 Using developmental psychology terminology, it seems that Zen practice may 

facilitate increased awareness of internal events allowing the individual to move what 

was "subject" (unseen or unexamined) to now being "object" (seen or examined) so that 

the individual can reflect upon the new information. This process (moving subject to 
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object) is key in transformation leading to developmental growth (Kegan 1982; 1994), 

and seems to be a common shared subject across the most frequently mentioned themes 

in the sample (Table 11). 

 Zen practitioners´ description of experiencing a change in perspective related to 

an increased awareness associated with their practice seems to be aligned with previous 

research on contemplative practices. Shapiro et al., 2006 described how mindfulness 

leads to a change in perspective through increasing the capacity to dis-identify from the 

contents of consciousness (i.e., one’s thoughts) becoming able to see the current 

experience with greater clarity and objectivity. 

Equanimity and Zen Practice 

 Hypothesis II, that Zen practice is positively associated with equanimity whereby 

longer Zen practice is related to higher equanimity scores, was not supported by the 

results of the quantitative analysis. However, the findings from the qualitative analysis 

call that into question. 

Quantitative Analysis 

 Against the expected results, the comparison of the mean equanimity scores as 

measured by the NAS in the two groups shows that advanced practitioners do not exhibit 

higher average equanimity scores than beginner practitioners (who scored slightly 

!93



higher). Also, no trend is found associating Zen experience and equanimity and barely no 

correlation exists between these two variables. These quantitative findings do not support 

the hypothesis that Zen experience is positively associated with equanimity, where 

longer-term Zen practice is related to higher equanimity. 

Qualitative Analysis 

 Zen practitioners in this study often mention having developed even-mindedness 

and inner stability in the face of difficulties in relation to their practice. The longer-term 

practitioners, however, more often discuss a cluster of themes related to equanimity when 

compared to beginner practitioners (see Tables 11 and 12). The fact that advanced 

practitioners more frequently spontaneously generate commentary on the value of 

equanimity suggests that longer Zen practice may be associated with experiencing 

equanimity. This finding contradicts the quantitative results.  

Possible Explanation for Contradictory Findings 

 Beginner practitioners scoring higher on equanimity than advanced practitioners 

on the NAS leads to an inconsistency between the quantitative results and the findings 

from the qualitative analysis of interviews. A possible explanation for such apparent 

contradiction could be social desirability bias, which is often present in self-report 

measures (King, Brunner & Fisher, 2000). That is, when given a prompt in a self-report 

measure such as the NAS, it is likely that practitioner responses are influenced by a desire 

to look good to others. This possibility becomes even more plausible if we consider that 3 
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out of 5 beginner practitioners operate at level 3/4 of psychological development, which 

means that although in transition towards Self-Authoring Mind (stage 4), these 

individuals still operate at the Social Mind (stage 3), a stage where their sense of self is in 

part derived from what others think of them. Therefore, it is possible that these 

individuals have provided responses that present a favorable image of themselves 

resulting in inflated NAS scores for beginner practitioners when compared to advanced 

practitioners. 

Additional Reflections: Qualitative Findings about Equanimity 

 Beyond the comparison of qualitative findings in the two experience groups, 

looking at interview data in the full sample led to insights about different aspects of the 

meditators phenomenology of change in relation to Zen practice. 

 Integral Component. Throughout the interviews, Zen meditators in both groups, 

advanced and beginners, spontaneously discuss experiencing peace, serenity, calmness, 

openness in the context of an increased capacity to deal with difficulties. Often times 

these themes mentioned by participants resonate with Buddhist and psychology 

definitions of equanimity (Desbordes et al., 2015). Equanimity related themes that 

emerged from the interview analysis in the sample account for the second most important 

meta theme behind transformation (Table 12). The fact that participants frequently 

discuss a cluster of themes related to equanimity may suggest that equanimity is not only 

part of the experience of change of Zen practitioners but an integral component of such 

experience.  
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 New attitude of acceptance. Hadash et al. (2016) describe equanimity as adopting 

an “open and accepting” stance towards one’s experience independent of its valence. An 

example of this new attitude related to Zen practice is provided by practitioner Killer: 

I have more acceptance and serenity now. Practice has helped me reduced my 
anxiety levels and my need to change things. Therefore, I feel more serene, I 
take things more easily. I look for a solution to problems. If they have a solution 
fine, if not, I am not going to die. (Killer, female, beginner, level 3/4) 

 An additional example of this accepting attitude is also discussed by Geminis who 

attributes her response to an increased awareness that leads to clarity and non-reactivity: 

Maybe you feel like criticizing someone but you do not do it. For instance, a 
brother talks as if he had the ultimate truth. And you realize that there is a lot of 
insecurity in him. So when you perceive the reason for this harsh way of talking 
it no longer affects you. You perceive it because you also used to have that before 
him and you can now spot it on others. You observe and realize this. You are 
present, you accept others’ opinions, you do not impose yours, you do not 
react. I do not agree but it does not matter. (Geminis, female, beginner, level 4) 

 Change in perspective. During the interviews, meditators revealed a connection 

between experiencing a shift in perspective and developing a new attitude that resonates 

with equanimity. According to meditators, their ability to have a new attitude towards 

problems remaining calm, centered and non-reactive is in part related to a change in their 

meaning making capacity associated to Zen practice. As practitioner Gorrion explains:  

It is not that when you meditate things do not affect you any longer or that you 
now carry an armor or have reached a Ghandi-like state but really things affect 
you less. Why? Because now you have a wider vision, a better knowledge of 
yourself and others and about what is going on, reality and the driver behind 
many things that happen around you. (Gorrion, male, advanced, level 4) 
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 The new attitude towards difficulties seems to emerge from a change in 

perspective that includes a higher degree of acceptance which translates to no longer 

resisting but allowing what is. As Killer mentioned earlier: " I no longer need to change 

things". Acceptance comes from awareness which leads to clarity and to be able to 

provide a different more even-minded response (see Geminis on page 96). This process 

described by Zen practitioners could be summarized as follows (Fig 2):  

AWARENESS -> CLARITY -> ACCEPTANCE -> EQUANIMITY  

Fig.. 2. Description of the process flow that precedes equanimity 

 The development of equanimity in connection to meditative practices understood 

as a change in perspective has been earlier discussed in the psychology literature. For 

instance, Desbordes et al., (2015) suggests that equanimity understood as the gradual 

development of an attitude of “curiosity, openness and acceptance” (Bishop et al., 2004) 

corresponds to a shift in perspective towards all experiences and objects independent of 

their affective significance (Bhodi, 2000). This change in perspective in relation to one’s 

experience is not only a fundamental aspect of equanimity but also an essential 

component of psychological development across the lifespan as understood by CDT’s 

(Kegan, 1982). Previous studies on meditative practices, such as Kornfield's (1979) 

phenomenological study on insight meditation, have also associated equanimity and shift 
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in perspective. Kornfield (1979) found that participants who engaged in insight 

meditation, which involved awareness of breath and nearby events, reported experiencing 

among others, a change in perspective and an increased sense of equanimity. 

Stable trait cultivated over time. The notion that regular practice is related to Zen 

practitioners developing a trait reflected in an inner stability that allows them to stand in 

the middle of difficulties is discussed in the interviews. According to meditators, 

equanimity if temporarily lost can soon be regained by going back to Zen practice: 

When in the face of problems, I am in shock but I soon return, I recover, I 
regain peace. Thanks to Zen I come back to being centered, calm, in peace 
and from there being able to look at the problem for the first time. It is 
knowing that this [difficulty] too shall pass and I will continue my path. It is as if 
something can be bent by a strong wind but it soon bounces back, it does not 
lose ground. (Aurora, female, advanced, level 4/5) 

 Zen practitioners commentary is aligned with equanimity description as "a trait or 

state not easily achieved that can be cultivated over time through some practices and that 

through training it becomes effortless and natural" (Bodhi, 2000) as well as Buddhist 

tenets that propose that cultivating equanimity is the result of regular sitting in meditation 

(Thrangu Rinponche, 2002).  

Concluding Thoughts 

 This study was initiated following the researcher's observations about Zen 

practitioners’ way of being and interacting. The meditators’ calmness and even- 
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mindedness led her to question whether the practice of Zen Buddhism, beyond spiritual 

awakening, was also associated to equanimity and to being psychologically developed as 

defined by constructive developmental theories. The study hypotheses were: I) that Zen 

practice is positively associated with level of psychological development and II) that Zen 

practice is positively associated with level of equanimity.  

 To understand these issues, a cross-sectional study was conducted where the 

researcher sought evidence about a relationship between Zen practice, equanimity and 

psychological development and explored the nature of the experience of change, if any, 

associated to Zen practice. The sample of study was a small group of Zen meditators (n = 

10) categorized into two groups according to practice experience: advanced (over 15 

years of Zen practice) and beginner practitioners (below 15 years of Zen practice). 

Quantitative evidence was gathered through the analysis of a self-report measure of 

equanimity (Non-attachment Scale, NAS; Sahdra et al., 2010) and an assessment of level 

psychological development (Maturity Assessment Profile, MAP, Cook-Greuter, 2010) in 

connection to the Zen practitioners' length of experience. Qualitative evidence was 

collected through the analysis of one-on-one semi-structured interviews with Zen 

practitioners about their experience of change, if any, related to their practice. A 

comparison of quantitative and qualitative data was established in the two experience 

groups searching for commonalities and differences. The quantitative data was used to 

explore the hypotheses while the qualitative data gathered from the interviews was used 

to illuminate the findings from the quantitative analysis. In addition, collectively looking 
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at the Zen practitioners' interviews resulted in interesting insights about the 

phenomenology of the experience of change, if any, related to Zen practice.  

 This study is significant given the current interest in researching activities that 

might be associated with adult development and in understanding the construct of 

equanimity, the established connection about contemplative practice, adult development 

and equanimity and the lack of studies relating to Zen practice. To the researcher's 

knowledge, no previous study has connected equanimity, adult development and Zen. 

 The purpose of this project was to explore a possible association between 

variables and not to establish a relationship of causation. Despite the small sample size, 

this study suggested interesting relationships. Against initial expectations no trend was 

found associating Zen experience and equanimity, while in support of the initial 

hypothesis a significant positive trend was found associating Zen experience and level of 

psychological development. This latter result suggested that longer term Zen practice was 

related to higher levels of development. The association found between Zen experience 

and psychological development does not imply that Zen practice causes development, 

however one now can have more reason to speculate that it might. To explore a possible 

relationship of causation between these variables would require a longitudinal study 

where participants are followed over a long period of time. The study results allowed for 

preliminary answers and highlighted outcomes offering a map for further exploration. 

Additional work needs to be done to resolve outstanding issues, confirm and extend the 

study findings. This research work with only 10 participants is not generalizable to a 

larger population, but the implications offer direction to future studies.  
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Psychological Development and Zen Practice 

 The hypothesis that Zen practice was positively associated with psychological 

development was supported by the results from the quantitative analysis. The findings 

from the analysis of interviews with Zen practitioners were consistent with the outcome 

of this quantitative analysis. However, the small sample size limited the possible 

statistical analysis required to resolve some important issues.   

 Quantitative analysis. The comparison of level of psychological development in 

the advanced and beginner groups showed that there was a higher percentage of 

participants at the post-conventional level among the advanced practitioners. The 

difference found in average MAP scores in the two groups was statistically significant 

with advanced practitioners exhibiting higher MAP scores than beginner practitioners. In 

addition, a significant positive trend was found associating Zen experience and level of 

psychological development, where the length of Zen experience was a useful predictor of 

MAP scores in the sample. Evidence from these analysis supports the hypothesis that 

longer term Zen practice is associated with higher levels of development. However, we 

should keep in mind that this finding was statistically significant only after eliminating 

the outlier in the sample (participant Geminis) as no statistically significant association 

was found between Zen experience and level of psychological development when 

looking at the complete sample, although the trends were in the expected direction. This 

highlights the effect a single participant had in the statistical analysis of such small 
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sample (n = 10) thus evidencing the difficulty of drawing conclusions from a sample of 

this size.  

 Although it appeared that those with longer Zen experience had higher MAP 

scores, it is possible that the trend observed (longer Zen experience was associated with 

higher MAP scores) was accounted for by age and not by Zen experience. In fact, age, a 

confounding variable known to be positively associated with psychological development 

(Bauer, 2011), was also found to be a significant predictor of MAP scores in the sample. 

Age was significantly correlated with Zen experience, that is, older practitioners had 

longer Zen practice experience, making it difficult to know which part of MAP scores 

variability was explained by age and which by Zen experience. The small sample size did 

not allow the required statistical analysis that would help us to determine whether Zen 

experience would be associated with MAP scores after adjusting for any age differences. 

Therefore, this issue remains pending to be addressed in future studies. In the same way, 

additional confounding variables (e.g. gender, education, SES) and various factors that 

could be positively associated with psychological development --type of professional 

occupation, engaging in other contemplative practices, physical exercise or the individual 

Zen practice characteristics (intensity, dose)-- could not be analyzed given the small 

sample size limited the validity of the required statistical tests.  

 In summary, the quantitative analysis performed supported the study hypothesis 

that practitioners with longer Zen experience had higher MAP scores; however, older 

practitioners also had higher MAP scores and those with longer Zen experience turned 

out to be older. If the sample study were larger, it would be possible to analyze what 
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portion of MAP scores variability was accounted for by each variable --Zen experience, 

age or other confounding variables. 

 Qualitative analysis. The main findings from the qualitative analysis of interviews 

were consistent with the results from the quantitative analysis of the MAP scores. In fact, 

the experience of change related to Zen practice seemed to be different for beginner and 

advanced practitioners operating not only at different levels of practice experience but 

also of development. In this manner, beginner Zen practitioners often focused their 

experience of change in the "transformation of the self", whereas advanced practitioners 

were more likely to focus on the "transformation of the relationship with others". That is, 

in alignment with CDTs, the construction of an autonomous self typical of the 3/4 shift 

reflected in the theme "transformation of the self" preceded the process of becoming able 

to visit others' self systems typical of the 4/5 shift and reflected in the theme 

"transformation of the relationship with others". This data revealed that the experience of 

change related to Zen practice involved going through a progression of themes similar to 

that proposed by CDTs and that Zen practitioners not only at different levels of 

experience but also of development made different meaning of their experience of change 

related to Zen practice, a proposition aligned with CDTs.  

 Additional reflections on the qualitative analysis. Interesting insights about the 

Zen practitioners' experience of change emerged from looking at the interview data in the 

full sample. Transformational themes were the most frequently mentioned theme by Zen 

practitioners in the two experience groups, above equanimity and other non- classified 

themes. The practitioners’ account of their experience of change related to Zen practice 
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often resonated with the description of the process of transformation leading to 

developmental growth described by CDTs in that they talked about how increasing 

awareness and becoming conscious of what before they had been unconscious of led to 

changes in their perspective. The practitioners’ description of a shift in perspective and 

the high proportion of transformational themes may suggest that transformation was an 

integral component of the experience of change of Zen practitioners. 

Equanimity and Zen Practice 

 The hypothesis that Zen practice was positively associated to equanimity was not 

supported by the results from the quantitative analysis of measures of equanimity in the 

sample. However, the findings from the qualitative analysis of interviews with Zen 

practitioners were inconsistent with the results of the quantitative analysis and revealed a 

different story. A possible explanation about this disparity is provided below.  

 Quantitative analysis. Contrary to initial expectations, beginner practitioners 

scored slightly higher on equanimity than advanced practitioners. From a statistical 

perspective the equanimity levels in the two groups were considered similar and no 

relation was found between Zen experience and equanimity level. This evidence did not 

support the hypothesis that Zen practice was positively associated with equanimity 

whereby longer term practitioners displayed higher equanimity levels. 

 Qualitative analysis. Interestingly, and different from the quantitative results, the 

interview analysis showed that the majority of equanimity related themes that emerged in 

the one-on-one interviews were mentioned by advanced practitioners who discussed 
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experiencing this quality more frequently than beginner practitioners. The fact that the 

frequency of equanimity related themes was higher among advanced practitioners may 

suggest that longer term Zen practice may be associated to experiencing equanimity. This 

finding is not consistent with the results of the quantitative analysis. 

 Explanation of disparity. Beginner practitioners scoring slightly higher on 

equanimity than advance practitioners on the NAS led to a discrepancy between 

quantitative and qualitative findings. A possible explanation for this could be found in 

social desirability bias (King et al., 2000) often present in self-report measures such as 

the NAS, where when given a prompt, responses are influenced by the desire to look 

good to others. This possibility is plausible considering that the majority of beginner 

practitioners operated at a stage of development (3/4) where their sense of self was in part 

derived from what others may think of them therefore increasing the chances of 

providing bias responses based on what they think others' consider desirable. This could 

be the source of inflated NAS scores for beginner practitioners when compared to 

advanced practitioners. 

 Additional reflections on the qualitative analysis. Independent of the 

directionality of the relationship between Zen practice experience and equanimity, 

interesting insights emerged from the one-on-one interviews. The qualitative analysis 

showed that Zen practitioners often discussed a cluster of themes (e.g. peace, calm, 

centered, non-reactivity) that resonated with Buddhist and psychology definitions of 

equanimity. In fact, equanimity emerged as the second most important theme, after 

transformation, mentioned by meditators in the open-ended interviews. This may suggest 
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that equanimity is not only a part of the experience of change of Zen practitioners but an 

integral component of this experience. That longer-term Zen practitioners recurrently 

mentioned the value of equanimity may indicate that it takes long term Zen practice to 

cultivate this quality, a finding that is aligned with Buddhist tenets and previous 

psychology research that support that equanimity is a state or trait achieved through 

regular meditation practice that over time becomes natural and effortless (Bodhi, 2000; 

Thrangu Rinponche, 2002). Zen practitioners associated the development of equanimity 

with a new attitude that could result, in part, from a shift in perspective that Zen practice 

may facilitate. According to the more experienced Zen practitioners, the change in 

perspective leading to a more even-minded attitude may come from an increased 

awareness that brings clarity and increased acceptance becoming more capable, when in 

the face of difficulties, of providing a different, more calm, less reactive and peaceful, 

response.  

Recommendations for Future Research 

 The current study included 10 participants at two levels of practice experience, 

above and below 15 years of practice, with a maximum of 25 years of accumulated 

experience. No doubt that future studies would benefit from larger sample sizes and more 

diverse participants in terms of practice experience. This would allow for stronger 

statistical analysis and generalizable results to the population at large. Also, given that 
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each Zen community has its particular characteristics, I would recommend a similar study 

in different Zen communities based in different parts of the world. In addition, using a 

comparison group of non-Zen meditators would add strength to the analysis. This would 

allow researchers to continue understanding how Zen practice interacts with equanimity 

and adult development. Also, it would be interesting to perform similar research in 

secular meditators' communities where a similar practice to Zen is performed. The 

objective would be to understand what is the possible effect of Zen religious education 

and context.  

 This study looked for an association between Zen practice, equanimity and adult 

development. Future research could attempt to research the possibility of a causal 

relationship. In order to do this, a longitudinal design that follows participants over time 

would be required. This would involve knowing the Zen practitioners level of 

development at the initiation of their practice comparing at different periods of time level 

of psychological development and the experience of change being able to draw 

conclusions about a possible relationship of causation. Additional questions that could be 

looked into in future studies include: Does Zen practice lead to psychological 

development as other research has shown for other meditative practices (Alexander et al., 

1990) and theoretical studies have suggested (Shapiro et al., 2006) or instead do more 

psychologically developed individuals are drawn to practicing Zen and other 

contemplative practices? Are individuals at different levels of development attracted to 

the same contemplative practices? Or are conventional individuals attracted to 

mainstream practices such as Christianity in the West whereas those at post-conventional 
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levels attracted to alternative practices that encourage self-understanding and autonomy 

(e.g. Integral Theory, Gurdieff's Fourth Way)? Future research in the field of 

contemplative practice and psychological development could look into these issues.  

Study Limitations 

 A few limitations regarding the sample size, population examined and researcher 

bias are important to consider when evaluating the results of this study. 

 A primary limitation was its sample size. A sample of 10 participants is 

considered small in statistical terms and affects external validity as results cannot be 

generalized with any degree of confidence. A larger sample size increases the chances of 

normal distribution of sample results, a condition favorable for inference. An additional 

reason in favor of a larger sample of study is that it would allow for more sophisticated 

research designs, statistical analysis and conclusions.  

 The population examined was restricted to Zen practitioners, thus further limiting 

the applicability of results to other populations. Zen practice is probably the most 

demanding form of meditation which regular practice requires an enormous amount of 

discipline. In this regard, lay Zen meditators are not representative of the average lay 

meditator. Also, the majority of participants (9 out of 10) mentioned that prior to starting 

their Zen practice they were already in a path of self-growth and introspection having 

tried before other spiritual methods. In this regard, they are different from the normative 
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population which predominantly operate at the level of the Social Mind (stage 3) where 

they reject exposure to feedback about the self. Instead these participants actively engage 

in this process of introspection and self-inquiry. In addition, participants were limited to 

Westerners whose primary language was Spanish. Although measures have been taken to 

increase the accuracy of data translations, the MAP is an instrument originally created in 

English and sensitive to language, therefore MAP results could be less accurate because 

of the participants native language.  

 There are also potential limitations arising from the characteristics of Zen training 

and the particular community where the study was held. Zen not only involves regular 

daily sitting and retreats but also requires a change in lifestyle through adhering to 

stringent moral principles. In addition, education in Zen philosophy and concepts through 

listening to teaching sessions or teishos and meeting regularly with Zen teacher is an 

essential part of training. Therefore, Zen meditation is part of a system of activities that 

support the practitioners’ progression along the path towards no-self. In this regard, it 

would be interesting to compare practitioners that follow the same sitting techniques but 

devoid of the religious context to understand the impact of such context in the experience 

of change. Finally, the Zen community, in which the practitioners were recruited from, 

teaches and practices two religions (Christian and Zen Buddhism) simultaneously. That 

is, this community practices religious bilingualism where no religion takes a higher 

position than the other but both are placed at the same level of importance (Schulter, 

2011). This is an example of integrating two different perspective that could be 

considered as mutually exclusive, suggesting this environment operates following a 
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world view that reflects Kegan's highest order of the mind, the Self-Transforming Mind 

(stage 5). Therefore, given that according to theorists transformation can be spurred by 

the environment, it seems that this post-conventional environment may support and 

challenge transformation of the Zen practitioners reaching the limitations of the Self 

Authoring mind (stage 4). 

 Limitations could also arise from the researcher’s bias. The researcher belongs to 

the Zen community from which participants in this study were recruited. However, given 

the large size of the community (over 1000 practitioners) it was not difficult to locate Zen 

practitioners whom the researcher did not know personally and with whom she had not 

had previous interactions prior to the interview. In regards to the interview process, the 

researcher made a conscious effort to keep consistency by attempting to ask the questions 

following an established order while ensuring prompts did not contain terms that could 

elicit particular responses in participants. An important limitation could arise from the 

fact that the coding of the interviews was performed only by the researcher, and no third 

party was involved in this process. This could decrease the accuracy of the themes 

identified and the reliability of the study. Finally, the researcher's level of development, in 

transition from the conventional to the post conventional realm (stage 4) could interfere 

in the qualitative analysis of interviews. 
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Appendix A 
Kegan’s Orders of Consciousness Compared to Cook-Greuter’s Stages 

Tiers of 
Development

%
*

Cook-Greuter’s Stages %** Kegan’s Order of 
Consciousness

Pre-conventional 10 0. Infant 13 0 Infant

1. Impulsive 1 Impulsive

2. Self-defensive 2 Imperial

Conventional 75 3. Conformist 66 2/3 Transition

4. Self-conscious 3 Socialized

5. Conscientious 3/4 Transition

Post-conventional 12 6. Individualist 18 4 Self-authoring

7. Autonomous

Postautonomous <3 8. Integrated 3 4/5 Transition

9. Construct-aware

10.Unitive 5 Self-transforming

Note: Compiled from Kegan and Cook-Greuter as follows: Adapted from In Over Our Heads: The 
Mental Demands of Modern Life (p.195) by R. Kegan (1994). Adapted from Ego Development: Nine 
Levels of Increasing Embrace by Susanne Cook-Greuter (2013). 

*% of adult population from Cook-Greuter 

**% of adult population from Kegan
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Appendix B 
Loevinger's Stage Description 

Stage Impulse  
Control, 

Character 
Development

Interpersonal 
Style

Conscious 
Preoccupation

Cognitive 
Complexity

Impulsive 
(E2)

Impulse, fear of 
retaliation

Receiving, 
dependent, 
exploitive

Bodily feelings, 
especially sexual

Stereotyping, 
conceptual 
confusion

Opportunistic/ 
Self-protective 
(E3)

Fear of being 
caught, 
externalizing 
blame, 
opportunistic

Wary, 
manipulative, 
exploitive

Self-protection, 
trouble, wishes, 
things, 
advantage, 
control

Conformist 
(E4)

Conforming to 
external rules, 
shame, quilt for 
breaking rules.

Belonging, 
superficial 
niceness

Appearance, 
social 
acceptability, 
banal feelings, 
behavior

Conceptual 
simplicity, 
stereotypes, 
cliches

Self-Aware 
(E5)

Differentiation 
of norms, goals

Aware of self in 
relation to 
group, 
helping

Adjustment 
problems, 
reasons, 
opportunities 
(vague)

Multiplicity

Conscientious 
(E6)

Self-evaluated 
standards, self-
criticism, quilt 
for 
consequences, 
long-terms goals 
and ideals

Inventive, 
responsible, 
mutual, concern 
for 
communication

Differentiated 
feelings, motives 
for behavior, 
self-respect, 
achievements, 
traits, expression

Conceptual 
complexity, 
ideas of 
patterning

Individualist 
(E7)

Add: Respect for 
individuality

Add: 
Dependence as 
an emotional 
problem

Add: 
Development, 
social problems, 
differentiation of 
inner life from 
outer

Add; Distinction 
of process and 
outcome
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Source: Adapted from Kegan (1982) 

Autonomous 
(E8)

Add; Coping 
with conflicting 
inner needs, 
tolearation

Add: Respect for 
autonomy, 
interdependence

Vividly 
conveyed 
feelings, 
integration of 
psychological 
causation of 
behavior, role 
conception, self-
fulfillment, self 
in social context

Increased 
conceptual 
complexity, 
complex 
patterns, 
toleration of 
ambiguity, broad 
scope, 
objectivity

Integrated 
(E9)

Add: 
Reconciling 
inner conflicts, 
renunciation of 
unattainable

Add: Cherishing 
individuality

Add: Identity

Stage Impulse  
Control, 

Character 
Development

Interpersonal 
Style

Conscious 
Preoccupation

Cognitive 
Complexity
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Appendix C 
Cook-Greuter's Stages  

Stage C9 (5/6): Construct-aware 

Individuals at this stage provide responses to the SCT that include: 1) complex matrix of 
content, 2) explore and evaluate intra-psychic and interpersonal dynamics, 3) explore and 
evaluate habits of the mind and 4) make references to the constructed nature of reality. 

Stage C10 (6): Unitive Stage 

Individuals at this state provide responses that include 1) a wide range of thought on 
human relationships, 2) expression of high tolerance, acceptance of self and world as is, 
3) nontrivial expressions of universal connectedness, 4) fundamental thoughts and 
feelings about human condition and 5) unitive ability. 

Source: Adapted from Page (2005) p. 32 
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Appendix D 
Non-attachment Scale  

Please choose among the following responses: 
Likert Scale (1 to 6):  1 = Disagree Strongly; 2 = Disagree Moderately; 3 = Disagree 

Slightly; 4 = Agree Slightly; 5 = Agree Moderately; and 6 = Agree Strongly 

1. I can accept the flow of events in my life without hanging onto them or pushing them 

away. 

2. I can let go of regrets and feelings of dissatisfaction about the past. 

3. I find I can be calm and/or happy even if things are not going my way. 

4. I have a hard time appreciating others’ successes when they outperform me. 

5. I can remain open to what life offers me regardless of whether it seems desirable or 

undesirable at a particular time. 

6. I can enjoy pleasant experiences without needing them to last forever. 

7. I view the problems that enter my life as things/issues to work on rather than reasons 

for becoming disheartened or demoralized. 

8. I can enjoy my possessions without being upset when they are damaged or destroyed. 

9. The amount of money I have is not important to my sense of who I am. 

10. I do not go out of my way to cover up or deny my negative qualities or mistakes. 

11. I accept my flaws. 

12. I can enjoy my family and friends without feeling I need to hang on to them. 

13. If things aren’t turning out the way I want, I get upset. 

14. I can enjoy the pleasures of life without feeling sad or frustrated when they end. 

15. I can take joy in others’ achievements without feeling envious. 

16. I find I can be happy almost regardless of what is going on in my life. 

17. Instead of avoiding or denying life’s difficulties, I face up to them. 

18. I am open to reflecting on my past mistakes and failings. 

19. I do not get “hung up” on wanting an “ideal” or “perfect” life. 

20. I am comfortable being an ordinary, less than perfect human being. 
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21. I can remain open to thoughts and feelings that come into my mind, even if they are 

negative or painful. 

22. I can see my own problems and shortcomings without trying to blame them on 

someone or something outside myself. 

23. When pleasant experiences end, I am fine moving on to what comes next. 

24. I am often preoccupied by threats or fears. 

25. I am not possessive of the people I love. 

26. I do not have to hang onto the people I love a tall costs; I can let them go if they wish 

to go. 

27. I do not feel I need to escape or avoid bad experiences in my life. 

28. I can admit my shortcomings without shame or embarrassment. 

29. I experience and acknowledge grief following significant losses, but do not become 

overwhelmed, devastated, or incapable of meeting life’s other demands. 

30. I am not possessive of the things I own. 

Source: Sahdra, Shaver & Brown (2010) 
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Appendix E 
Cook-Greuter’s Maturity Assessment Profile (MAP) 

Directions for completion 
• The following three pages contain thirty-six sentence beginnings of various kinds. Please 

just finish each sentence to the best of your understanding. There are no right or wrong 
answers. 

• Allow yourself no more than sixty minutes of private time to finish the form at one sitting. 
• This document will be treated with the highest confidentially. Please respond spontaneously 

and honestly.  

Source: The MAP - Professional Sentence Completion Form: Coaching Application - © Cook-Greuter 2010 

1. Raising a family... 19. Crime and delinquency could be halted 
if...

2. When I am criticized... 20. Men are lucky because...

3. A true friend... 21. I just can’t stand people who...

4. A man’s job... 22. At times s/he worried about (“S/he should 
be read as “she” by women, “he” by men)

5. Being with other people... 23. I am...

6. The thing I like about myself is... 24. If I had money...

7. My mother and I.. 25. My main problem is...

8. What gets me in trouble is... 26. When I get mad...

9. Education... 27. People who step out of line at work...

10. When people are helpless... 28. A husband has a right to...

11. Women are lucky because... 29. If my mother...

12. A good boss... 30. If I were in charge...

13. A girl has a right to... 31. My father...

14. At my worst... 32. If I can’t get what I want...

15. When they talked about sex, I... 33. When I am nervous...

16. I feel sorry... 34. For a woman a career is...

17. When they avoided me... 35. My conscience bothers me if...

18. Rules are... 36. Sometimes s/he wished that (“S/he should 
be read as “she” by women, “he” by men)
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Appendix F 
Demographic Questionnaire & Zen Practice Data 

Pseudonym:  

Age: 

Gender (male/female): 

Residence: 

Profession:   

Education Level - Describe the highest educational level you have completed: 

 Grade school - High School - Associates- Bachelors- Masters - Doctorate 

 Socioeconomic Status - Describe your background growing up: 

 Poor - Working Class - Middle Class - Upper Middle - Upper class 

Zen Practice Data 

 Total number of years of practice: 

 Type of practitioner:  
 Teacher/Disciple/Student 

 Do you seat daily to meditate?  
 Yes/No 
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Appendix G 
Recruitment Materials (1 of 3) 

Script for oral presentation at Zen center meeting 

1. Researcher introduction 
- Name 
- Status as member of Zen community 
- Background: professional, academic, personal 
- Current studies at Harvard: Psychology at masters level 

2. Presentation of the study 
- Purpose of the study 
- Rational 
- Significance 
- Timeline for completion 

3. Recruting Participants  
- Characteristics of participants required for the study 
- Description of participation process 
- Terms of participation: informed consent, confidentiality and anonymity guaranteed, 

volunteer participation 

4. Collecting Volunteers' Contact Details 
- If you are interested in participating, please leave your contact details  
- Handle in form for volunteers to provide their information 
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Appendix G 
Recruitment Materials (2 of 3) 

Communication to Participants: Gathering volunteers data (mail) 

Good morning, 

My name is Elena Muniz and I am your colleague at the Zen Center XXX. 

You recently shared your data to become a volunteer in the Zen, Equanimity and Adult 
Development study that I plan to do to complete my studies at Harvard University. 

I would like to wholeheartedly thank you for your offering and provide you with an update about 
how the process is moving forward. 

For those who have not met me before, I would like to introduce myself: I am an economist from 
Madrid and at this current moment I am expanding my horizon towards the education-psychology 
field where I think I can add value. 

As you may remember from my brief presentation, my interest is understanding the role of 
contemplative practice in affecting or informing equanimity and an adult’s development. 

My intention is helping those who are not familiar with Zen to understand why Zen practice may 
be an interesting tool in the field of adult education as it may help individuals mature and develop 
equanimity. 

I take the opportunity to remind you that: 

- This project is the requirement for the fulfilment of a Master’s in Liberal Arts in Extension 
Studies (Psychology) at Harvard DCE. 

- Participation in the study is always volunteer 

- Confidentiality and anonymity of participants will be guaranteed at all times during the study. 

- At any time during the study participants can decide not to continue. 

- Prior to completing any data, the purpose of the study and the materials to be completed will 
be thoroughly explained. 

- Results from the study will be shared with each participant. 

- It is worth noting that individuals who have previously engaged in a similar study have 
reported great satisfaction as the results of the study have allowed them to get to know 
themselves better. 

As soon as the research proposal is approved I shall provide more details about how we should 
proceed. 
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For the moment, I would like to gather some basic information: 

Full name: 

Number of years that you have been practicing Zen: 

Preferred way to receive the study information: 

Age 

Educational Level 

email  

mail 

personal meeting 

I leave you my contact details just in case you have any question or doubts. 

[Name] 

[e-mail] 

[Phone] 

Thank you in advance. 

Elena Muniz 
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Appendix G 
Recruitment Materials (3 of 3) 

Communication to Participants: Launching Data Collection (mail) 

Dear XXXX, 

 I trust this mail finds you well. 

 I would like to communicate you that you have been selected to participate in the “Zen, 
Equanimity and Adult Development” study. 

 Following our earlier exchanges, I proceed to forward you a link that contains the 
questionnaires. I will need about 60-90 minutes of your time so that you complete your 
questionnaire. 

The questionnaire is comprised of three parts: 

1 - Non-attachment Scale (it takes approximate 10-15 minutes to complete this section 

2 - Maturity Assessment Profile (the time limit to complete this section is 60 minutes) 

3 - Demographic Data (it takes approximate 2-5 minutes to complete this section) 

4 - Zen practice Data (it takes approximate 2-5 minutes to complete this section) 

 But before you start completing these materials, please read the attached Informed 
Consent where you will find a description of the study, terms and the benefits of participating. 

 If you have any doubts, please let me know as soon as possible via email elenamuniz @ 
fas. harvard. edu or phone +34 xxx xxx xxx 

Please remember that participation in the study is: 

- Volunteer 

- Confidential 

- Anonymous 

 Link including the questionnaires to be completed. 

hpts;/googleforms.www 

 Thanks a lot for your collaboration. 
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Appendix H 
Informed Consent  

Zen, Adult Development and Equanimity 

Please consider this information prior to deciding whether to participate in this study. 

Before we start, I would like to remind you that participation is volunteer, anonymous 

and confidential and that you are entirely free to decide whether to participate or not. 

OBJECTIVE 

- The purpose of this study is to explore the idea that long term Zen practice affects or 

informs a change in equanimity and our perspective or how we construct meaning. 

- The researcher’s interest is to contribute to the understanding of how contemplative 

practices and   in particular Zen, may help people become more even minded and 

mature allowing them to develop a new point of view becoming more psychologically 

developed. 

RESEARCHER 

- The researcher for this project is Elena Muniz, degree candidate to the Master in 

Liberal Arts in Psychology at Harvard Extension School. 

- The researcher’s contacts are: elenamuniz@ fas. harvard. edu and Tel: +34 xxx xxx 

xxx 

STUDY PROCEDURE  

The study will comprise two phases: 

Phase 1: Completing on-line questionnaires 

- This phase consists in completing three questionnaires using an on-line platform 

(Survey.com). These are: 1) Demographic Form 2) Zen Practice Data Form 3) Non-

attachment Scale (NAS) 4) Maturity Assessment Profile (MAP). 
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- The Non-attachment Scale (NAS; Sahdra, Shaver & Brown, 2010)is a self-report 

measure commonly used to assess the construct of equanimity as understood by 

Buddhism. This scale is composed of 30 items and takes 15-20 minutes to be 

completed. 

- The Maturity Assessment Profile (MAP; Cook-Greuter, 2010) is an assessment often 

used in the fields of education, psychology and corporations to understand the 

individual’s meaning-making system (Kegan, 1994) or how he constructs meaning of 

experience. 

- Phase 1 can be fully completed via internet from the comfort of your home. There is 

also the possibility of completing the information in paper format. 

- Completing this phase would take approximately 90 min. 

- Results from Phase 1 will be used to interview participants in Phase 2 

Phase 2: Personal Interview 

- This phase consists in inviting you to engage in an interview about your Zen practice 

and the changes brought by it regarding equanimity and psychological development. 

- The interview will be recorded and take place during a personal meeting and it will 

last 30-45 min. 

- During the interview, you will be asked about ordinary experiences of your Zen 

practice. 

PARTICIPATION 

- Your participation is fully volunteer. 

- You can chose not to participate or retire at any time with no consequences, without 

loosing benefits to which you have a right, by simply informing the researcher that 

you do not wish to continue (there will be no questions asked concerning your 

reasons). 

- Once data for Phase 1 and 2 has been collected and analyzed, participants may be re-

contacted for follow up questions. 
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- For your own record, you will receive a signed consent. 

RISKS 

There are no anticipated risks from participating in this study. 

BENEFITS 

Individuals who have previously completed the Maturity Assessment Profile (MAP) have 

reported that getting the results from this assessment has been an interesting learning 

experience. Also knowing about your current equanimity level and how this level 

compares to the normative may increase self-awareness. Therefore, as a result from your 

participation in the study it is possible to obtain the following benefits: 

- To increase self-knowledge 

- To achieve a higher consciousness in regards to how you interpret and construct 

experience. 

- To contribute to science and knowledge, facilitating that the researcher and all those 

who are interested in better understanding what optimal development in adulthood and 

which activities contribute to such development. 

- To get individual results from the Maturity Assessment Profile (MAP) and a brief 

explanation of the same. 

- To get individual results from the Non-attachment Scale and a brief explanation of the 

results. 

There is no compensation derived from your participation in the study. 

CONFIDENTIALITY 

- Participation in the study is always confidential, anonymous and your identity will 

never be revealed. 

- Your identity will never be storaged with the data you share 
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- The responses to the interview will not be linked to your name but to a pseudonym 

that you chose 

- Therefore, the information about your identity cannot be known by anyone whom by 

accident has access to the study results. 

- The researcher will identify each participant with a number (ID #) 

- Results from the assessment and the data provided will only be accessible for the 

researcher, the external rater of the Maturity Assesment Profile and the research 

advisor. However, these results will not be linked to the participants’ identity. 

- All the data that you provide that is associated to your identity will not be shared with 

any external party. 

- All the data from the research project will be kept in a hard drive in a place a room and 

place of restricted access. 

REPORTING 

- Once the study has been finished, a report including a summary of results will be 

handed to participants. 

- You can also receive results for your assessment of the Maturity Assessment Profile 

(also known as MAP) and a brief explanation of the same. 

You can receive a copy of the report including the general study results and your own 

personal results. 

CONTACT 

- If you have any question or doubt, you can please reach me on the following phone +34 

xxx xxx xxx or email: elenamuniz@ fas. harvard. edu 

AGREEMENT 

- The nature and purpose of this study about Zen and adult growth has been sufficiently 

explained and I accept to participate. 
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- I understand that I can retire and stop participating at any time without getting into any 

responsibility or due. 

- As part of the study, I agree to participate in a recorded interview on my experience of 

how Zen practice has contributed to my equanimity and adult development.  

- During the interview I understand I will be asked about ordinary experiences of my 

Zen practice. 

- I understand I do not have to answer any questions I choose not to answer. 

- I understand that any excerpts taken from this interview, written or spoken, will 

disguise all names of persons and places so as to preserve anonymity and privacy. 

- I understand that I will not receive feedback on my interview. 

- I understand that although most people find these interviews engaging and interesting, 

should I feel like discontinuing the interview for any reasons we may do so at any 

time. 

- I understand that once data has been collected and analyzed I can be re-contacted for 

follow up questions. 

We thank you for your generosity in making time available for our learning. 

Name: 

Signature: 

Date: 
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Appendix I 
Interview Preparation  

Dear Participant, 

 In order to help you prepare for our time together, I am sending you a few of the 

broad questions I will be asking knowing that the interview will consist of a back and 

forth between us so that I can really understand what your responses mean for you. 

 For my own learning, our conversation will be audio recorded and will last 

approximately 30 minute. Please find enclosed the questions: 

a) What initially brought you to Zen practice ? (Motivation) 

b) In what ways has sitting helped you become the person you are today ?  

c) What is it that you see changing within yourself through sitting ? 

d) What is the evidence to you that________changes (develops) through sitting ?  

  

 As discussed in the Consent Form signed, during the interview you do not have to 

answer any questions I choose not to answer. 

 I really hope that the experience is of value to you and I look forward to having 

our conversation soon.  Thanks for your contribution to research and knowledge. 
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