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METHODS AND ANALYSIS
Study Design and Qualitative Approach
No additional information.

Participant Recruitment and Selection
Participants were recruited using snowball sampling due to the limited availability of advanced meditators who met strict expertise criteria in the general population. To mitigate selection bias, recruitment efforts targeted individuals from diverse traditions, backgrounds, and geographical locations. Enrolled participants and meditation community contacts referred potential candidates, who were then invited to participate via email or phone. Interested individuals completed an online screening form assessing their meditation practice and experience, with particular focus on proficiency in ACAM and AIIM. Advanced meditators were defined as those who could reliably access, sustain, and emerge from ACAM or AIIM. Additional inclusion criteria required participants to be over the age of 18, fluent in both written and spoken English, and interested in the investigation of their own lived experience. The sample was diverse with respect to ethnicity, gender, and geographical background.
After completing the online screening form, eligible participants underwent a virtual phone screening to confirm eligibility. Upon approval, research staff obtained digital informed consent before enrolling participants in the study. A separate consent form was required for participation in the meditative phenomenology interview, ensuring that participants agreed to privately and confidentially describe their meditation-related experiences.

Researcher Characteristics and Reflexivity
No additional information.

Data Collection
Interviews were conducted via Zoom, a secure online platform, between June 2022 and March 2025. All interviews were conducted exclusively by TS in English, except for several initially, during which the study’s principal investigator and a postdoctoral researcher were present. 6 participants completed one, 15 completed two, 4 completed three, and 3 completed four interviews for a total of 60 interviews, with each session typically lasting between 60 and 120 minutes. Multiple sessions were completed in order not to strain participants and also because some participants had more to report than others. Of the 60 interviews conducted across 28 individuals, only 55 were used in the current analysis, as five interviews did not contain information relevant to mental health and well-being. No participant declined participation, withdrew, or failed to complete the study. No field notes were collected.

Interview Protocol
Interviews were guided by a semi-structured protocol covering practitioners’ experiences of advanced meditation. As participants were recruited specifically for proficiency in ACAM and AIIM, the interview guide employed terminology drawn from Buddhist contemplative traditions, such as jhāna, as this reflected the primary tradition represented in the sample rather than an exclusion of other non-Buddhist traditions per se. The primary focus of the interviews centered on participants’ descriptions of meditation-related experiences with ACAM (including what have been called jhānas; Sparby & Sacchet, 2024), AIIM (including those related to insight stages; Yang et al., 2025), and meditative endpoints (including cessations of consciousness and persistent changes; Chowdhury et al., 2023; van Lutterveld et al., 2024). Sample questions included: “Have you experienced jhāna, and what is it like?” and “What is Nirvana, and how do you experience it?” Follow-up questions explored the nature of these experiences, such as “Have you experienced that the jhānas can be positive, pleasant, positively challenging, or beneficial?” and “Has someone in your life you are close with noticed any changes or commented on any of these developments?” Participants were also given opportunities throughout and at the end of each interview to share additional topics not covered in the conversation.

Data Processing
Interviews were recorded and stored in both video and audio formats. Audio files were transcribed using AI-assisted transcription software (Otter.ai and MAXQDA Transcription) in accordance with IRB-approved data security procedures. Participants were informed during the consent process that secure third-party transcription software would be used. All recordings were stored on secure, encrypted servers, and transcripts were de-identified prior to analysis. MAXQDA Transcription processes data exclusively on GDPR-compliant servers, does not use data for AI training purposes, and deletes audio files immediately upon completion of transcription. Otter.ai employs encrypted, de-identified data processing without manual human review; however, de-identified data may be used for model training purposes. Following transcription, the interviews were processed using MAXQDA qualitative analysis software. Two research assistants (including VN) divided the transcripts and listened to each recording, adding timestamps and checking for accuracy according to pre-determined transcription rules. Ambiguities and disagreements were resolved by TS. Practitioner interviews were transcribed verbatim, excluding filler words such as “mm,” “uh,” and “um,” as well as simple affirmations such as “yes” when not conveying substantive content. Transcripts and findings were not returned to participants for comment or correction (i.e., no member checking), due to participant burden. Analytic rigor was instead supported through systematic coding procedures, interrater discussions, and documentation of analytic decisions.

Data Analysis
[bookmark: OLE_LINK39]The coding process followed an exploratory and content-driven, inductive thematic analytic approach. Two research members (including VN) reviewed an initial set of interviews and identified key mental health-related themes, which were used to generate a coding system that was updated as more participants were interviewed. This coding system was not pre-determined but emerged bottom-up from the coding process. Research staff met regularly to discuss discrepancies, refining a categorical, hierarchical codebook that included definitions, inclusion and exclusion criteria, and example quotes (see Table 2 for major themes and quotations; Supplement 1 for the full codebook). This codebook was continuously updated as new themes emerged and was developed in collaboration with the broader research team. Where possible, the specific language used by participants was retained within the codebook. MAXQDA software was used to assign categories to relevant sections of the interviews.

Interrater Reliability
Two researchers (including VN) each coded 25 interviews and developed a codebook draft with higher-order categories and sub-categories based on interview content. To validate the codebook, a subset (15%) of interviews was randomly selected and independently coded by VN and another team member to ensure interrater reliability. Interviews without mental health content were excluded from this test. Based on an initial test, disagreements and ambiguities were discussed among a team of researchers and the codebook was refined. Changes included re-naming categories, the addition of new subcategories, and relocating subcategories to different overarching categories. Coding was then adjusted according to the new codebook, and an interrater reliability test was re-conducted. The average agreement was 80.65% across categories (coefficient kappa = 0.80), after which all disagreements were resolved collaboratively. This final codebook was then applied to all interviews.

Saturation Analysis
Saturation analysis is defined as the point in data collection and analysis when additional data produces little to no new information (Guest et al., 2020), or in this case, themes. While the concept of saturation in qualitative research has been debated due to differing calculation approaches and concerns regarding alignment with quantitative paradigms (Sebele-Mpofu, 2020; Tight, 2024; Varpio et al., 2017),  we adopted a conservative and minimalist approach that incorporated saturation as one of several guiding principles. A recent systematic review of empirical tests of saturation found that saturation was achieved after 9–17 phenomenological interviews (Hennink & Kaiser, 2022), which aligns well with previous studies (Francis et al., 2010; Guest et al., 2006; Morgan et al., 2001). In the current study, saturation was calculated at the end of all interviews and measured as the point in the sequence of interviews at which a theme could be identified at least once. Our conservative strategy included conducting approximately twice the empirically defined upper bound (i.e., >34 interviews), thereby ensuring that data adequacy extended well beyond established thresholds. Saturation was achieved for the eight major themes by interview seven. 

Data Presentation
Participant quotes were lightly edited for readability. Disfluencies and filler words (e.g., repetitions, false starts) were removed where they did not alter the original meaning or tone of the interviewee. In the results, ellipses were used to indicate short omissions within a sentence (e.g., a few words such as “okay, right?”), while bracketed ellipses were used to indicate longer omissions, such as a relative clause or full sentences. Brackets were also used to clarify meaning, adjust grammar, or complete a sentence fragment when necessary.
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Data Code and Availability
This article is a qualitative study, and thus, no code was generated for this work. Original data is not publicly available. De-identified materials are available from the corresponding author upon reasonable request.

Figure Development
Figure 1 was developed by the research team as a high-level visual integration of the laboratory's theoretical framework of advanced meditative development and the empirical findings of the present study. The green box summarizes the six major thematic findings identified through TA, while the overall figure structure reflects conceptual work from our laboratory (Sparby & Sacchet, 2025a, 2025b, 2025c) as further informed by the empirical data reported here.
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