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ABSTRACT

During the last twenty years, there has been an increasing interest from the scientific community to study the effects that 
meditative practices could have in human well-being. However, the academic community has not reached a consensus 
regarding what are the exact myriad of practices that should be considered meditative, and which should not be considered as 
such. As a means of provisionally solving this problem, it has been suggested that those practices that fall under an ancestral 
tradition, in specific Zen meditation, have enough references to be considered meditative. There’s plenty of information 
available regarding the benefits meditative practices could be having, however, there has not been enough research that focuses 
on the impact that meditation has on people’s relationship with themselves or significant others. The present study focused on 
these questions in order to guide future research into the effectiveness of meditative practice on self and relationship 
development. To do so, a qualitative approach was chosen, particularly guided by the use of Grounded Theory. This was 
applied by using an in-depth interview methodology to ten participants which have practiced Zen meditation by a period of 
eight or more years of systematic-weekly-practice. The resulting investigation allowed us to know that meditators report 
changes in their relationships: 1. In relation to other people, they perceived the emergence of a new positive intentionality 
directed to those people and that the quality of their relationships with friends and family had improved, however, a consensus 
was not reached regarding the influence of the practice in the relationships with their couples. 2. In relation to their self, they 
noticed an increase in the silencing effect of their inner monologues, a positive attitude, a tendency to engage in meaningful 
activities and feelings of connectedness with themselves. This study is a preliminary attempt to explore how Zen meditative 
practice influences the relational domain.
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INTRODUCTION
The Zen meditation is a millenary practice 

permeated by the Buddhist vision and 
philosophy. As such, it conceives suffering as 
being linked to the illusory belief that separates 
the ego with the other, and propose an alternative 
view of reality, in which one could think that 
everything is actually connected (Watts, 2003; 
Yoshida, 2017). The notion of humanity held by 
contemporary psychology is compatible with the 
previous statement, due to the fact that it stops 
viewing humans as isolated, determined or desti-
ned beings that pursue their goals selfishly; as it 
had been previously understood by modern psy-
chology. Instead, it describes beings as being 
built by the influence others have on them in a 
cooperative manner. As such, their psyche under-
goes a continuous process of construction and 
deconstruction in which the interactions that have 
been held with others and that are continued to 
be had are viewed as fundamental in this process. 
This form of conceptualization regarding this 
view of humanity has been named “The Relatio-
nal Being” (Gergen, 2009; Gergen, 2015) or 
“Dialogical Being” (Hermans & Hermans-Ko-
nopka, 2010; Shotter, 2017).

Gergen & Gergen (2012) talk about the 
importance of accessing the relational well-being 
that transcend the clinical setting. This affirma-
tion has to do with the idea that people construct 

their psychological spaces by immersing them-
selves in the different relational spaces that are 
available. The clinical setting offered by psychot-
herapy, while potentially relevant, is just another 
space. In this context, Zen meditation may hold 
special significance considering it is underlined 
by an understanding of the world that emphasizes 
the importance of interdependent relationships 
(Hanh, 2010; Margullies, 2017) also referred to 
as total relationships (Bstan-'dzin-rgya-mtsho, 
2009).

The present investigation seeks to explore 
the domain of relationships that Zen meditators 
hold with themselves and others. In this process, 
we seek to contribute with information regarding 
how a practice could help with developing rela-
tional well-being. At the same time, that we are 
doing so, we will work in tandem with a contem-
porary understanding of accessing psychological 
well-being.

Empirical Background
Research has shown that people who prac-

tice Zen meditation show a pattern of reduced an-
xiety, situation that diminish the affective interfe-
rence at the moment of using their abilities (Lin, 
Chang, Zemon & Mildrasky, 2008; Von Visger 
et al., 2020). It has also been stated that a more 
frequent meditative practices is associated with a 
reduced intensity of distressful emotional expe-
riences such as: anxiety, stress and depression 

(Lo & Wu, 2007; Winnebeck et al., 2017). In 
people with generalized anxiety, this is also rela-
ted with an increased capacity to be connected 
with the body; and in this particular study, a third 
of the subjects also report having fewer interfe-
ring thoughts which was negatively correlated 
with a heightened sense of well-being (Chue-
Fen, Ming-Kuo, Lorraine, 2018). However, in a 
meta-analysis conducted by Sedlmeier, LoBe y 
Quastern (2017), it was found that a positive co-
rrelation between the practice of meditation and 
the presence of anxiety tended to be non-statisti-
cally significant (or, in numbers, greater than 
0.05). Additionally, another study showed that 
meditation does not diminish the amounts of an-
xiety, but actually, increased it (Lin, Chang, Ze-
mon & Mildrasky, 2008).

From a cognitive point of view, it was 
found that Zen meditation could be mostly rela-
ted with an improvement towards: object detec-
tion, autobiographical memory retrieval, executi-
ve and selective attention capacity, and enhanced 
cognitive flexibility (Chiesa, Calati & Serreti, 
2010). While also was associated with a reduc-
tion in cognitive interference and attentional 
blink (Chiesa, Calati & Serreti, 2010). Another 
study conducted by Strick, Van Noorden, Ritskes 
& Ruiter (2012) affirmed that meditation was re-
lated with an increased capacity for contacting 
with a pre-reflexive state of consciousness, while 
research developed by Catdeña, Sjotedt & Mar-
cusson-Claverts (2015) allow us to know that this 
practice could improve the capacity for attention 
span and the feeling of being intrinsically moti-
vated. During Sedlmeier’s meta-analysis (2017), 
it was found that intelligence quotient correlated 
positively with Zen meditation. Other studies 
have shown a tendency found in practicians to 
follow their own set of values, preferring them 
over those shared by the collective (Compton & 
Becker, 1983). Furthermore, during a qualitative 
research conducted by Silva-Mack, Araya-Véliz, 
Martínez-Pernía & Aristegui (2018), it was found 
that practicians had an improved feeling of men-
tal clarity. 

Those investigations that delved into stud-
ying the relational dimension showed that the 
practice was associated with positive effects in 
their capacity for relating to themselves and ot-
hers. However, these benefits didn’t extend to 
couple relationships, also, the transit required to 

participate in a secluded meditative practice for 
then to retake an everyday social life was asso-
ciated with discomfort. In regard to their 
benefits, it has been stated that it promotes a fee-
ling of sexual satisfaction amongst young 
couples studying at the university (Khaddouma, 
Coop-Gordon & Bolden, 2015). For married 
working women, the practice brought with it an 
improved relationship with their children, mot-
hers in law and themselves (Kang, 2014) which 
also correlated with a diminished sense of dissa-
tisfaction when interacting with others (Shaku, 
Tsutsumi, Goto & Saint Arnould, 2014). Also, 
recent findings indicate that the practice is asso-
ciated with an improved capacity for mind open-
ness (Pokorski & Suchorinska, 2018), and that 
the scores in extroversion was increased by the 
practice (Hutcherson, Seppala & Gross, 2017). 
Pokorski & Suchorinska (2018), reported during 
the same year, that in the meditation research, 
there exist an under representation of population 
with extrovertive personality traits. Besides, du-
ring Kreplin, Farias & Brazil’s meta-analysis 
(2018), researchers found that meditation impac-
ted two of the socially inclined dispositions: 
compassion and empathy (these dimensions in-
clude compassion, empathy, justice, sense of 
being connected and diminishment of 
aggression). Even in these dispositions, the level 
of influence was comparatively low; however, 
further research in this subject is required as it 
was found that none of the consulted bodies of 
research were, from a methodological standpoint, 
of investigative quality. When Zen meditation is 
studied from a first person framework, the re-
search findings proposed by Silva-Mack, Araya-
Véliz, Martínez-Pernía & Aristegui (2018) state 
that the practice helps internal and external con-
tent to better communicate with each other. 

Furthermore, it has been stated that Zen 
meditation doesn’t help monogamous couples to 
better communicate with each other (Kang, 2014; 
Mastrianno, 2012) and the results provided by 
Lindahl, et al. (2017), indicate that this practice 
is correlated with an increased difficulty in inte-
grating experiences (cognitive, affective or 
others) with everyday social interaction, which 
provokes distress by not being able to feel like 
actions flow normally. 

Considering that none of the previous bo-
dies of research gave conclusive evidence regar-
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ding the transformative processes involved in the 
relationships Zen meditators establish with them-
selves and others, and contemplating the present 
importance to continue researching this subject in 
order to generate a more cohesive and reliable 
theoretical framework, this investigation’s objec-
tive is therefore defined by the intention to delve 
into the narrative experiences and meanings of 
transformation relational processes attributed to 
Zen meditation by those who practice it. In line 
with what has been stated thus far, the following 
research question is proposed:

What are the emergent narratives and 
meanings referred by Zen meditators that have 
been practicing for 8 or more years of systemic 
practice, that involve the changing relationships 
established with themselves and other people?

METHODOLOGY
1. Researchers’ Profile
All researchers are members of the same 

institution; Adolfo Ibañez University. Two of 
them are clinical psychologists and daily practi-
tioners of zazen, while one of them has focused 
his research on meditation. 

2. Research Design
The research was carried out between Au-

gust 2015 and December 2016. A qualitative 
methodology was chosen in order to evaluate the 
narratives that practicians used to describe their 
practice. Data collection comprised of in-depth, 
personal, presential and individual interviews 
(Canales, 2006; Cataldi, 2018), this method was 
used to prompt practitioners to provide more de-
tails about their experiences. A semi-structured 
type of interview (Tarres, 2009; Kallio et al., 
2016) was chosen in order to guide the conversa-
tion towards topics of interest for this research. 
The Grounded Theory was chosen to carry out 
this study, given that the research had a (1) des-
criptive (i.e., that’s looks to identify traces, cha-
racteristics, and properties that distinguish to the 
phenomena), (2) comprehensive (i.e., looking for 
to identify the contextual and personal circums-
tances in which arise), and (3) explicative (i.e., 
that intents to understand under which circums-
tances the phenomena could be replied in other 
human beings) scope. Overall, in order to be able 
to organize the information in base of the emer-

gent meanings f rom the par t ic ipants ’ 
experiences, Grounded Theory served the baseli-
ne for our data analysis because it excels at inte-
grating experiential data that can vary from per-
son to person. It is also well suited to evaluate 
unusual experiences and for cases when the prac-
titioner is ignorant or unconscious of the effects 
being measured (as is the case when we are tal-
king about the influence that could have the prac-
tice of Zen meditation on the relationships of the 
practitioner) (Chun Tie et al., 2019). The process 
was carried out following the three typical steps 
that characterize the Grounded Theory, say: 1. 
The open, 2. axial, and 3. selective codification. 
This kind of open approach to the experience 
allows commonalities to be highlighted while 
also registering atypical experiences in order to 
guide future investigation inquiries. Choosing 
this particular method is cohesive with an un-
derstanding of humans as relational beings in that 
it comprehends that meaning emerges from the 
possibility both the interviewed and interviewee 
have to participate in a reflexive, generative and 
horizontal type of communication (Wiesenfeld, 
2000). 

3. Methodological Rigor 
The Quality and rigor were procured by 

employing two main procedures: (1) Maintaining 
methodological congruence with the research 
question, which was evaluated mainly in the pro-
cess of designing the study, but was also revie-
wed by the research team in every stage of the in-
vestigation (above all, in consideration of the ite-
rative nature of qualitative research), (2) Maintai-
ning procedural precision of the study design and 
data analysis, which was conducted under the su-
pervision of a specialist in methodology (both, 
quantitative and qualitative) and it was reviewed 
by another qualitative researcher that belonged to 
the school of psychology at the Adolfo Ibáñez 
University.

4. Ethical Considerations
The ethics committee appointed by the 

Adolfo Ibáñez University approved this research. 
The approval was conditioned by the fulfilment 
of four ethical principles: autonomy, non-male-
volence, benevolence and equality. Participants 
were informed about their right to autonomy th-
rough the signing of an informed consent docu-

ment, which detailed the freedom involved when 
it came to willingly participate in this study, and 
that participants had the option, at all times, to 
suspend their consent by simply abandoning the 
study without the need to give any formal expla-
nations. All participants were adults capable of 
acting in exercise of their free will. Their infor-
mation was protected by the guarantees provided 
by anonymity and confidentiality, the data itself 
was kept under custody. The benevolence princi-
ple was upheld as the option to ask for psycholo-
gical or psychiatric assistance was available; ho-
wever, no such occasion arose in which this was 
required. In order to sustain the non-malevolence 
principle, it was previously stated before the in-
terview took place that in the event that partici-
pants felt any discomfort or stress during their 
participation that the interview would be suspen-
ded until the participant managed to gain a fee-
ling of stability. All participants had equal oppor-
tunities to offer their testimonies, all of which 
were taken into account when analysing the re-
sults; this is how an equality principle was up-
held throughout the study.

5. Data collection
Contact with the participants was possible 

due to the involvement of a key informant, who 
participated in the same type of meditation mo-
dality (referred to as “sangha” in the Zen tradi-
tion) than those interviewed. A formal invitation 
to participate in this study was sent via email, 
which stated the objective, the importance of par-
ticipants involvement and an assurance that no 
economic requisite was required in order to be 
involved in this study. Ten people whose age 

ranged from 35 to 70 years participated, all of 
whom had practiced for a period of at least eight 
years and at a minimum frequency of two times a 
week (see Table 1). A process of theory satura-
tion was implemented in order to determine a ne-
cessary sample size for this investigation.

6. Sample characterization
As a means of homogenizing the sample, 

a minimum of two hours of weekly practice was 
required to be carried out by participants (most of 
which even declared to practice at a higher wee-
kly frequency). Another criterion for inclusion 
had to do with being employed as a means of 
guaranteeing that every participant had a regular 
number of social interactions; an aspect directly 
relevant to the research question. To minimize 
cultural differences related to nationality between 
participants involving relational perceptions with 
themselves and others, it was required for them 
to have resided in Chilean territory for a period 
of at least fifteen years. People who had a pattern 
of regular consumption of conscious altering 
substances, alcohol addiction or chronic illnesses 
were excluded from this study.

7. Analysis procedure
The interview analysis itself was carried 

out through a data coding process (Hernández, 
2014), following the three ways of coding data 
proposed by Grounded Theory (Strauss & 
Corbin, 1998; Milani & Hashemi, 2020) This 
process entailed: firstly, an open coding procedu-
re of data which identified common experiences 
referred to by the participants. Then, a relational 
analysis which observed the interactions between 

  Nº Biological Sex Time Meditating          Occupation Nationality

  1 Female 15 years Tai-Chi Instructor Chilean
  2 Female 8 years Univ. Administrative Assistant Chilean
  3 Male 8 years Engineer Chilean
  4 Male 15 years Buddhist Monk and Assistant Chilean                                                                           
  5 Male 8 years Architect Chilean
  6 Male 9 years Engineer Chilean
  7 Male 20 years Artist Chilean
  8 Male 10 years Environmental Projects Chilean                                                                           
  9 Male 16 years Retired Colombian
  10 Male 16 years Chinese Medic Chilean

Table 1: Sample Characterization. 
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personal, presential and individual interviews 
(Canales, 2006; Cataldi, 2018), this method was 
used to prompt practitioners to provide more de-
tails about their experiences. A semi-structured 
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derstanding of humans as relational beings in that 
it comprehends that meaning emerges from the 
possibility both the interviewed and interviewee 
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sults; this is how an equality principle was up-
held throughout the study.
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of at least fifteen years. People who had a pattern 
of regular consumption of conscious altering 
substances, alcohol addiction or chronic illnesses 
were excluded from this study.
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the first categories that emerged during the pre-
vious level of analysis as an initial attempt at 
answering the research questions. Finally, a se-
lective coding, which corresponds to a second 
level of relational analysis, was implemented as 
a means of proposing a formal answer to the 
studied phenomenon (that is, the changing na-
rratives and meanings attributed to the subjecti-
ve experience of the relational process towards 
themselves and others held by Zen meditators).

RESULTS
1. Descriptive Results
All participants signified the meditative 

experience as having a positive effect on their 
lives, specifically, as being able to improve fee-
lings of connectedness with themselves and ot-
hers. From the interviews, it is possible to iden-
tify three ways in which relational changes oc-
cur: 1) relationship with themselves, 2) rela-
tionship with other people, and 3) involving the 
relationship with life itself (this last category 
e m e r g e d s p o n t a n e o u s l y d u r i n g t h i s 
investigation). 

1.1 Relationship with themselves
Relevant to this dimension is the percei-

ved change involving the relationship partici-
pants establish with their own thoughts, in 
which process those interviewed state that they 
manage to start feeling de-represented by them, 
this is achieved by accepting them and just let-
ting this mental rumination pass, which helps 
participants feel like reiterative thoughts lessen. 
Furthermore, thoughts are described as being 
clearer, while inner monologues become more 
silent and compassionate. There were also des-
criptions regarding how the practice allowed 
participants to feel like their consciousness be-
came wider in a sense: “...if you manage to stay 
still, more quieter than you usually are for a re-
latively long span of time, you start picking up 
on a lot of things you usually don’t notice in 
everyday life as everything becomes slower, 
which in turn allows you to notice more things” 
-RC62.

When dealing with their emotions, parti-
cipants feel that they experienced negative emo-
tions like anger, fear, anxiety and guilt with less 
intensity and frequency, while peaceful states 
were experienced more frequently. Also, they 

manifested to being better at controlling some 
emotions by letting them pass, this ability was 
enhanced as there was a learned understanding 
that emotions and affect were always temporary 
states: “...there was a thought in the back of my 
mind, something that wanted to get out… had I 
decided to get rid of it right away, it would have 
been more intense whilst if I just hold that impul-
se and deal with it later it becomes much more 
manageable later” -J43.

There is also a sensation of experiencing 
behavioral changes at the same time as impulsi-
veness decreases; this happens as more thoughts 
start to be more actively dealt with through ac-
tions, which gives participants more time to en-
gage with their own interests: “I, for example, for 
me Zen was a starting point to start focusing on 
other things, because I started to meditate, wri-
ting novels and studying for a master’s degree, 
so, for me, a door of opportunity opened up” 
-RC5.

Other perceived changes have to deal with 
a better understanding of the self, as participants 
expressed to being able to feel like they identify 
more frequently with their own self, to better 
known themselves in this process while also 
being able to know their weaknesses or blind 
spots. The following testimony summarizes this 
statement: “meditation makes me feel more real 
with myself, so I become aware of what topics in-
terest me while realizing which other topics are 
not of my interest, this becomes clearer through 
meditation” -Mh69. Finally, they describe fee-
lings of increased compassion towards themsel-
ves, and that they engage in self-care activities 
like eating healthy and practicing sports more 
frequently. 

1.2 Relationship with other people
Involving others, this study dealt with 

subjective perceptions of change involving rela-
tionships towards friends, couples and family. In 
general, there was an increased tendency to help 
and do good in order to benefit other people. 
They also manifested to being able to pay closer 
attention to people around them, while feeling 
like others can now rely and trust on them more 
often. The interviewed meditators also attested to 
their increased capacity for: showing less judg-
mental attitudes, empathizing, being more com-
passionate and being trustworthy, all attitudes 

that greatly benefit their bonds. The related expe-
rience is described as follows: “...I feel like I’m 
interacting with another person that is feeling the 
same things I am, perhaps I used to look at ot-
hers as being inferior or superior when compa-
red to me. That no longer makes any sense to me, 
that person is a being with similar feelings that 
those I have” -M66, “I feel like people can sur-
prise me again. It is not like this is particularly 
time-consuming, however, I do like to help others 
once in a while, before, I used to be more indiffe-
rent or more centered in myself…” -C47.

Changes in different aspects involved in 
the relationship with others start to take place, 
amongst these changes, they feel that the way of 
establishing conversations also experience a 

shift, which is facilitated by the increased capaci-
ties for listening, being honest and, overall, adop-
ting a less confrontational attitude: “I used to 
spend a lot of time arguing, that is not something 
I do anymore. When conversing with someone, I 
can realize if the conversation is not going anyw-
here or if the person is not aligned with my 
thoughts, if that happens, I stop arguing and at-
tempting to convince the other person and just let 
the conversation come to its conclusion” -F19.

Some participants perceived that after 
they start their meditation practice, they managed 
to develop new relationships with a wider variety 
of people, while others stated that they were able 
to further develop the bonds they had with people 
with similar interests. In general, they expressed 

Figure Nº 1.  Self Awareness and Self Construction
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lective coding, which corresponds to a second 
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a means of proposing a formal answer to the 
studied phenomenon (that is, the changing na-
rratives and meanings attributed to the subjecti-
ve experience of the relational process towards 
themselves and others held by Zen meditators).

RESULTS
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hers. From the interviews, it is possible to iden-
tify three ways in which relational changes oc-
cur: 1) relationship with themselves, 2) rela-
tionship with other people, and 3) involving the 
relationship with life itself (this last category 
e m e r g e d s p o n t a n e o u s l y d u r i n g t h i s 
investigation). 
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Relevant to this dimension is the percei-

ved change involving the relationship partici-
pants establish with their own thoughts, in 
which process those interviewed state that they 
manage to start feeling de-represented by them, 
this is achieved by accepting them and just let-
ting this mental rumination pass, which helps 
participants feel like reiterative thoughts lessen. 
Furthermore, thoughts are described as being 
clearer, while inner monologues become more 
silent and compassionate. There were also des-
criptions regarding how the practice allowed 
participants to feel like their consciousness be-
came wider in a sense: “...if you manage to stay 
still, more quieter than you usually are for a re-
latively long span of time, you start picking up 
on a lot of things you usually don’t notice in 
everyday life as everything becomes slower, 
which in turn allows you to notice more things” 
-RC62.

When dealing with their emotions, parti-
cipants feel that they experienced negative emo-
tions like anger, fear, anxiety and guilt with less 
intensity and frequency, while peaceful states 
were experienced more frequently. Also, they 

manifested to being better at controlling some 
emotions by letting them pass, this ability was 
enhanced as there was a learned understanding 
that emotions and affect were always temporary 
states: “...there was a thought in the back of my 
mind, something that wanted to get out… had I 
decided to get rid of it right away, it would have 
been more intense whilst if I just hold that impul-
se and deal with it later it becomes much more 
manageable later” -J43.

There is also a sensation of experiencing 
behavioral changes at the same time as impulsi-
veness decreases; this happens as more thoughts 
start to be more actively dealt with through ac-
tions, which gives participants more time to en-
gage with their own interests: “I, for example, for 
me Zen was a starting point to start focusing on 
other things, because I started to meditate, wri-
ting novels and studying for a master’s degree, 
so, for me, a door of opportunity opened up” 
-RC5.

Other perceived changes have to deal with 
a better understanding of the self, as participants 
expressed to being able to feel like they identify 
more frequently with their own self, to better 
known themselves in this process while also 
being able to know their weaknesses or blind 
spots. The following testimony summarizes this 
statement: “meditation makes me feel more real 
with myself, so I become aware of what topics in-
terest me while realizing which other topics are 
not of my interest, this becomes clearer through 
meditation” -Mh69. Finally, they describe fee-
lings of increased compassion towards themsel-
ves, and that they engage in self-care activities 
like eating healthy and practicing sports more 
frequently. 

1.2 Relationship with other people
Involving others, this study dealt with 

subjective perceptions of change involving rela-
tionships towards friends, couples and family. In 
general, there was an increased tendency to help 
and do good in order to benefit other people. 
They also manifested to being able to pay closer 
attention to people around them, while feeling 
like others can now rely and trust on them more 
often. The interviewed meditators also attested to 
their increased capacity for: showing less judg-
mental attitudes, empathizing, being more com-
passionate and being trustworthy, all attitudes 

that greatly benefit their bonds. The related expe-
rience is described as follows: “...I feel like I’m 
interacting with another person that is feeling the 
same things I am, perhaps I used to look at ot-
hers as being inferior or superior when compa-
red to me. That no longer makes any sense to me, 
that person is a being with similar feelings that 
those I have” -M66, “I feel like people can sur-
prise me again. It is not like this is particularly 
time-consuming, however, I do like to help others 
once in a while, before, I used to be more indiffe-
rent or more centered in myself…” -C47.

Changes in different aspects involved in 
the relationship with others start to take place, 
amongst these changes, they feel that the way of 
establishing conversations also experience a 

shift, which is facilitated by the increased capaci-
ties for listening, being honest and, overall, adop-
ting a less confrontational attitude: “I used to 
spend a lot of time arguing, that is not something 
I do anymore. When conversing with someone, I 
can realize if the conversation is not going anyw-
here or if the person is not aligned with my 
thoughts, if that happens, I stop arguing and at-
tempting to convince the other person and just let 
the conversation come to its conclusion” -F19.

Some participants perceived that after 
they start their meditation practice, they managed 
to develop new relationships with a wider variety 
of people, while others stated that they were able 
to further develop the bonds they had with people 
with similar interests. In general, they expressed 
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that they were able to abandon some harmful re-
lationships while, at the same time, establishing 
friendships with fellow meditators. 

The contribution that meditation could 
have on couple’s relationships is not clear, while 
some participants stated that they feel they had 
more tools in order to: empathize,  tolerating 
their significant others in conflictive situations 
and assessing the current state of the relationship, 
others mentioned the practice didn’t have a major 
influence on the relationship: “I try for her to 
calm down, while doing do, I try not to be ca-
rried away by emotions  or my ego because she is 
hurting me, she is attacking my pride, so, I keep 
my composure in those situations otherwise I’m 
not going to be able to help that person. It’s im-
portant to note that you do that because you feel 
like it’s the right thing to do, it’s what you have 
to do when someone you love is suffering!” 
-Mh58. 

All participants experienced transforma-
tions regarding how they conduct themselves 
with family members; being able to further deve-
lop those family bonds while tending to avoid 
conflict. 

When speaking about the relation between 
these changes and the role of meditation, most 
participants answered by stating that there was a 
link between them, however, some of the positi-
ve effects were also attributed to a heightened 
sense of wisdom and knowledge achieved as a 
result of aging and reading about Zen 
philosophy. 

1.3 Relationship with life itself
This category deals with participants’ per-

ceptions with their own lives, in this regard, fee-
lings of overall happiness and satisfaction were 
mentioned. These feelings -as far as the partici-
pants could perceive- are closely linked to having 
positively affected aspects of themselves, treating 
themselves and others as worthwhile individuals 
and by allowing themselves to have more intima-
te experiences with themselves. This is how an 
interviewed participant mentions this fact: “our 
reality is just as valuable as everyone else’s and 
your reality is just as they way it presents itself, 
there’s no need to add anything negative to that; 
it’s like one usually attributes good or bad things 
to it: “this is good, this other aspect is bad” but 
when you think about it, what is good and what is 
bad?” -Mh48.

2. Relational Results (Axial and Selective 
Codification)
 2.1 Self Awareness and self construction

A comprehensive analysis of participants’ 
experiences practicing Zen meditation tells us 
that by changing the way they can relate with 
themselves they, in turn, change the way in 
which their relationships with others were and 
vice-versa. This phenomenon can be better un-
derstood when dividing it in five stages, as 
shown in the Figure 1.

According to the narratives held by the 
practicians, there’s a decreased tendency for im-
pulsive behaviour, which is involved in feeling 
more emotionally stable, responsible and com-
mitted towards problem solving, all of which is 
capable due to an increased feeling of self aware-
ness, which expands consciousness while allo-
wing for a new form of dealing with thoughts, 
emotions and the body to emerge. In doing so, 
participants are more involved when dealing with 
issues efficiently. This allows them to exercise 
their will to pick actions that more closely align 
with their genuine interests, in other words, 
thoughts are more frequently turned into actions 
that are experienced as being authentic when 
compared to what transpired before started medi-
tating. All of this is intrinsically linked to those 
testimonies that state that actions become truer; 
more authentic to themselves. 

2.2. Self-construction in relation to ot-
hers

The Figure Nº2 accounts for the process 
of self-construction in relation to others. In this 
diagram, it is possible to observe the under-lining 
process from which individuals manage to more 
closely identify with themselves, which is hea-
vily inspired by the role that relationships offered 
by others have. A systematic and continuous 
practice of Zen meditation, would allow for a 
more readied access to self awareness, which has 
to do with being more skillful at recognizing in-
terests and limitations, which -as far the partici-
pants experienced- become easier to accept. All 
of this translates into two ways of being that are 
intensified: an increased ability for establishing 
boundaries and to focalize energies into actual 
interests. By acting this way, they can know 
when a relationship is harmful and when to prio-
ritize those bonds which involve more shared in-
terests; it’s no surprise that some of these rela-
tionships are established with fellow meditation 

practitioners. When talking about effects invol-
ving the well-being of participants, an unanimous 
feeling of being positively influenced by the 
practice was stated.

2.3. Well-being Cycle
The following diagram; Figure Nº3, illus-

trates the different dimensions in which a greater 
feeling of well-being is perceived. All of these 
dimensions influence one another, while specifi-
cally dealing with: 1. self perceptions regarding 

an increase of available inner resources that im-
prove the relationship and joy that individuals 
experience when dealing with themselves, 2. by 
being more selective and choosing to abandon 
some harmful relationships, participants can fo-
cus on developing openness with those with sha-
red interests and that are perceived as well mea-
ning people, 3. A more generalized feeling of en-
joyment and confidence when it comes to living 
their lives. As was previously stated, all of these 
dimensions contribute to each other.

Figure Nº2. Self Construction in relation to others
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like it’s the right thing to do, it’s what you have 
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philosophy. 
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themselves and others as worthwhile individuals 
and by allowing themselves to have more intima-
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your reality is just as they way it presents itself, 
there’s no need to add anything negative to that; 
it’s like one usually attributes good or bad things 
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mitted towards problem solving, all of which is 
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ness, which expands consciousness while allo-
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2.4. Experiencing otherness as a medita-
tor

Last but not least, as part of the process of 
selective coding, a diagram which explains how 
Zen meditators experiment their relationships 
with themselves and others is presented in Figure 
Nº4.

CONCLUSIONS AND DISCUSSIONS
           As part of the results of this investigation, 
it is safe to state that Zen meditators generally 
feel and talk about their relationships as being 
positively impacted due to practicing meditation. 
Part of this is characterized by an acceptance of 
the experience; regardless if those experiences 

are pleasant or unpleasant in practice (Kabat-
Zinn, 1990; Teasdale, et al. 2000; Arlt Mutch et 
al., 2020). This study confirms the previous fin-
dings proposed by Silva-Mack, Araya-Véliz, 
Martínez-Pernía & Aristegui (2017) regarding 
the widening of consciousness and self aware-
ness, while also attesting to the under-lining me-
chanisms involved in these processes that result 
in the prevalence of states of well-being. These 
findings proposed that the phenomenological ex-
perience of meditation carries with it increased 
feelings of mental clarity and comprehending 
that the existing differences that had practitioners 
feeling like they were different from other people 
start to dissipate. 

Figure Nº3: Well-being Cycle.

Figure Nº4: Experiencing otherness as a meditator.

1. The first section of this diagram deals with the experience of perceiving thoughts beginning to settle 
as they are experienced with more ease, while also experiencing a better disposition towards others. 
This could be explained by the notion of shared humanity, which attempts to explain how many of our 
experiences are not isolated, instead, they include shared feelings and sentiment that are 
characteristic of every human being. This attitude generates a more compassionate, empathic, and 
accepting stance towards themselves and others. There’s also an increased tendency to avoid being 
judgemental.

2. During a second phase, relational changes start to take place. According to what was said by 
meditation practitioners, these increased capacities leave individuals feeling more motivated and 
energized when it comes to being able to listen, avoiding conflicts and being more readily available to 
bond with others; all of which is explained by a freedom of psychical resources that were previously 
being used by reiterative thoughts.

3. As a third phase transpires, we start witnessing how others start trusting the meditators, probably 
in response to their changes in attitudes and behaviours.

4. During phase four, it is safe to state the fact that the overall quality of the relationship is improved, 
all of which is brought forth by the changes in attitudes Zen meditators establish with others.

5. Lastly, during the fifth phase, we can appreciate how these changes in the nature of the relationship 
and interactions can help Zen meditators to more easily trust others, which in turn allows for the 
integration of new points of views and learning about new perspectives. This process allows 
meditators to engage in a continuous process of actualization and widening of their consciousness’. 
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Structure amidst a liquified society
It’s of interest to note that these previous 

descriptions can be understood by what Bauman 
(2000) called a “solid person capable of establis-
hing mutual commitments”. This theoretical indi-
vidual described as such is capable of having and 
maintaining guidelines that orient the relations-
hips they can establish with others, which in turn 
allows them to feel more confident in this pro-
cess. Some characteristics of this way of being 
are: a disposition for manifesting openness to-
wards others and the ability to discern what are 
the others’ intentions. 

Participants expressed to being able to 
feel more genuine with themselves, at the same 
time they become more skillful at assessing that 
self-awareness by being able to recognize them-
selves in a particular scenario. This is carried out 
by evaluating if the presence of certain personal 
traits are being manifested or if they are being 
untruthful to themselves. This tendency for spon-
taneously assessing their self-awareness while 
being more acceptive of themselves has been re-
ferred to as self-compassion by Neff (2012) and 
Neff & Davidson (2016).

Following the diagram proposed by Neff 
(2003b, 2012), Neff & Davidson (2016). and Mc-
Gehee, Germer, & Neff (2017), more frequent 
feelings of self-awareness and self-compassion 
occur when three factors are present: 1. Mindful-
ness, understood as the ability to realize and take 
a stance against challenging situations, 2. Giving 
one-self the benefit of the doubt in contrast to 
adopting a more critical stance and 3. a feeling of 
living a shared humanity experience appears in 
opposition to feelings of isolation. All testimo-
nies included in this investigation are coherent 
with these affirmations, in other words, these as-
pects combined with an increased tendency for 
kindness increases the chances of feeling connec-
ted with others. 

Also included in the testimonies were in-
creased feelings of satisfaction and ease involved 
in the relationships they established with them-
selves, with others and life itself; which could be 
involved in the developing of solid guidelines in 
a liquified society. Not only to this increases 
well-being, more interestly, these feelings of sta-
bility and structure brought by the practice are 
wanted and desired, which could be greatly bene-
ficial in an ever-changing context.

Transformation of a myriad of voices
Another perspective that calls for further 

analysis is that developed by Gergen (2009), who 
proposes that human-beings are relational by na-
ture and so is inevitably socially constructed as a 
result of a process of interaction with the envi-
ronment and others and where the psyche is 
greatly influenced by the ways in which that par-
ticular environment has allowed the individual to 
view or signify their experience. Hermans & 
Hermans-Konopka (2010) also attest to the im-
portance of culture and those we engage with. 
This is explained as every encounter carries with 
it a different form of understanding or a “myriad 
of voices” (perspectives of understanding), Furt-
hermore, each encounter not only supposes that 
we as individuals have dialogues with ourselves, 
but there’s also the possibility that one of these 
voices could speak with one of the voices the ot-
her participant employs. 

In that sense, Zen meditation could have a 
place, when it comes to being a therapeutic alter-
native for those that struggle with their internal 
dialogues or in their relationship with other peo-
ple. More precisely, the results of this research 
shows to be helpful with: (a) frequent self-criti-
cisms, (b) harmful thoughts, (c) untrustworthy at-
titudes towards others, (d) effectively managing 
their myriad of voices, etc. In our opinion, the re-
sults achieved with this study, shows a clear brid-
ge between the Zen meditation and the theoreti-
cal framework -about the dialogical-self- develo-
ped by Hermans & Dimagio (2004). If we further 
attempt to analyze the results of this investigation 
by using the framework of the dialogical-self, it 
is possible to understand that meditation allows 
for inner-dialogues to decrease in their intensity 
and/ or frequency, while facilitating trust to 
emerge, all of which allow the meditators to feel 
like they can be more readily available and pre-
sent for others. 

Limitations and further lines of re-
search

The present study contains a number of li-
mitations involving the necessity to consider that 
all participants belonged to the same practice 
group of meditation, which could have influen-
ced their narratives when considering they could 
have been elaborating the meditative experience 
together; this could also explain some of the si-

militudes found in their descriptions. 
Other remarkable limitation that this arti-

cle presents, is that it used the semi structured in-
terview as the only information gathering instru-
ment, generating a self-report of the practitioners. 
In addition to the known limitations of self-re-
ports, the complexity of the subject under study 
is added. Since meditation is a non-discursive 
practice, which could generate changes not per-
ceived by the practitioners, nor by the couples of 
these. Due to this methodological limitation, it is 
impossible to know if these changes occurred or 
is rather corresponding to a perception influenced 
by the practitioners' own perspective or narrative.  
Therefore, it is necessary to include in future stu-
dies other qualitative and quantitative instru-
ments that verify or deny the information repor-
ted here.

A longitudinal study could bring further 
knowledge regarding how these narratives are 
transformed or changed due to the passage of 
time and the years practitioners continue to use 
meditation. 

An understanding of these findings from a 
postmodern lens would require studying these 
subjects by immersing in different contexts; es-
pecially those that more closely resemble what 
Bauman (2000) characterized as liquified socie-
ties.

Also pending in this research is acquiring 
further insights into the therapeutic benefits Zen 
meditation could have in a context of dysfunctio-
nal voices (Hermans & Dimagio, 2004) and also 
regarding why some of the positive effects invol-
ved don’t seem to be present in a couple's rela-
tionships. 

Besides all the stated above, further ap-
proaches to different types of meditation, other 

than the Zen modality of meditation, and with ot-
her kinds of interpersonal relationships (as could 
be long distance relationships, LGBTIQ+ com-
munity, etc), could also contribute with new 
perspectives to understand how Zen meditation 
could impact the relationships of the meditator 
with themselves and with other people.
            

CONCLUSION
Those who participated in this study attes-

ted to the ways in which their relationships have 
changed across the years of practice, which is di-
rectly attributed to the consistent attitude invol-
ved in the practice itself. These changes were 
symbolized as positive and desirable.

In conclusion, this study observed how 
some of these transformations linked to the rela-
tionships established with themselves, others and 
life itself were possible as a more positive attitu-
de started to take hold in their lives. Further ex-
panding this notion would mean attesting to the 
increased perceptions participants had towards 
the following aspects: feeling more compassiona-
te towards themselves and others, being less jud-
gemental, critical and giving the benefit of the 
doubt more often than not. Being more aware of 
their own limitations in this regard also helped 
with developing feelings of self-awareness, 
which also had to do with being better at identif-
ying their interests and those relationships they 
wanted to pursue. Finally, they described the 
practice as having a direct positive impact in 
their purposefulness when it came to carrying out 
their ideas and feeling more confident with them-
selves. All of these factors ended up benefiting 
the ways in which they related to themselves, ot-
hers and life itself.
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