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Weird Coincidences Commonly Occur

Stephanie Coleman, MD; Bernard D. Beitman, MD; and Elif Celebi, MD

he coincidence experience per-

meates all domains of life. We

speak of the coincidental nature
of falling in love, the experience of hav-
ing a job “fall into one’s lap,” and we
read about coincidences in literature and
see them occur regularly in movies and
plays. To many of us, there is some de-
gree of awe and wonder involved in ex-
periencing an improbable coincidence.
We may question why it happened, what
it means, or simply stand back in amaze-
ment.

C.G. Jung coined the term “synchron-
icity” to imbue instances of “meaning-
ful coincidence” with a specific status
as indicators of an “acausal connect-
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ing principle;” he used his coincidence
observations to support his theories of
archetypes and the collective uncon-
scious.! The general idea (with broader
definitions including serendipity, hap-
penstance, and chance events) has drawn
increasing attention over the past few de-
cades; it is being studied by both Jungian
and non-Jungian psychotherapists, neu-
ropsychologists, and career counselors.
Synchronicity is generally characterized
by the low probability intersection of
two or more events. One of the events
is usually a thought or image: the other
takes place in the person’s environment.
The corresponding internal and external
events generally occur within a narrow
window of time. The incident strikes the
person experiencing it as “weird” or out
of the ordinary. The unexpected nature
of the experience often generates some
degree of emotion and with it the search
for its possible meaning. Although Jung
defined synchronicity in many different
ways throughout his career,> the most
accepted Jungian definition requires that
the coincidence help with the person’s
individuation — coincidence as a thera-
peutic agent.

The primary method for studying syn-
chronistic experiences has been through
case studies sometimes accompanied by
in-depth analysis. Comprehensive and
systematic methods of studying syn-
chronicity are sparse. The prevalence of
synchronistic experiences within a rep-
resentative sample is currently an open
question. Although case reports often
associate synchronicity with spirituality,

the association has not been systemati-
cally explored.

Henry conducted a survey that mea-
sured coincidence experiences among
readers of a London-based newspaper,
The Observer® The survey followed an
article about potentially meaningful co-
incidences. The sample was comprised
of 991 individuals, equal in males and
females, but skewed towards older
adults. Overall, 84% reported having
the experience of meaningful coinci-
dence. The most commonly reported
coincidence experience (reported by
74% of the sample) was spontaneous as-
sociation, by which a thought (such as a
name), is manifested externally (such as
on the radio). Sixty-seven percent of the
sample reported small-world encoun-
ters, referring to meeting someone in
improbable circumstances. With respect
to the meaning of these coincidence ex-
periences, 86% of the sample found the
experiences personally meaningful, 88%
found them significant, and 78% found
them useful. The most common attribu-
tions regarding the cause of meaningful
coincidences were intuition, psi, and
chance.

Conclusions from this study appear to
indicate that significant numbers of peo-
ple experience meaningful coincidences.
However, because the survey appeared
alongside an article on coincidence, par-
ticipants are likely to have been highly
interested in the subject. Thus, these
results probably overestimate the preva-
lence of coincidence experiences in the
general population.
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TABLE 1.

Mean Frequency by Category

experience.

Change and Direction Overall Mean
I am introduced to people who unexpectedly further my work/career/ 2.82
education.

In attempting to reach a goal, obstacle after obstacle prevented me from | 2.77
continuing on a path, which | later discovered was better for me.

I advance in my work/career/education through being at the “right place- | 2.71
right time.”

Meaningful coincidences change my life. 2.60
A series of coincidences points me toward taking a particular action in 2.59
my personal life, career, or education.

Meaningful coincidence helps determine my educational path. 243
Meaningful coincidence validates my course of action. 241
Love Connection

| experience strong emotions or physical sensations that were simultane- | 2.19
ously experienced at a distance by someone | love.

After a loved one died, | have received some indication that this person 1.93
was communicating with me.

I'am in the right place at the right time to rescue somebody. 1.83
I'discover that [ felt pains and/or anguish as someone I'loved was dying 1.74
in another place.

Think/emotion

I'think of calling someone, only to have that person unexpectedly call me. 3.16
When my phone rings, I know who is calling (without checking the cell 3.03
phone screen or using personalized ring tones).

I'runinto a friend in an out-of-the-way place. 2.85
I think about someone, and then that person unexpectedly drops by my 2.78
house or office or passes me in the hall or street.

Dreams

I have dreams that predict future events. 2.40
I have dreams that supply me with specific information about my per- 2.28
sonal life, career, or education.

I have dreams, and later find out that events in my dreams actually hap- 217
pened around the same time that | had dreamt them.

I have dreams about unknown persons whom | then subsequently met. 1.80
Think/idea

I think about a song and then hear it on the radio. 2.96
The same name or word has appeared several times in close proximity in | 2.61
different contexts.

I think of an idea and hear or see it on radio, TV, or internet. 2.61
I think of a question only to have it answered by external media (ie, radio, | 2.45
TV, people) before | can ask it.

A certain number regularly appears in my life. And that number 2.25
is .

| experience a series of numerically-related coincidences (for example, 2.00
buying something for $1.44 before taking flight #144 at 1:44 pm).
Analysis/interpretation

I believe God speaks to us through meaningful coincidences.* 3.26
I believe fate works through meaningful coincidences.* 3.18
I'believe coincidences can be explained by the laws of probability or chance* | 3.13
Meaningful coincidences help me grow spiritually.* 3.09
| believe that human minds are interconnected.* 3.07
[ feel that meaningful coincidences point to a connection between my 3.01
internal and external worlds.*

After experiencing meaningful coincidence,  analyze the meaning of my [ 3.07

*n = 343; responses ranged from 1 (strongly disagree), 2 (disagree), 3 (neither agree or disagree), 4 (disagree), to 5 (strongly

agree).
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Building on the Henry study, Bres-
san asked a more randomly selected
group of 214 subjects both students and
non-students questions about frequency
of coincidences from never to very of-
ten.* Spontaneous associations (thinking
of someone and then running into that
person) and small-world coincidences
(encountering someone that one had not
seen in a long time in an improbable
place) were rated as occurring a few
times by the sample. Precognition (pre-
dicting the future) and clusters (of num-
bers or words) were rated as occurring
between once or twice and a few times.
Unexpected solutions to a problem and
telepathy were rated as occurring once
or twice.

Meyer’s study investigated relation-
ships between personality variables and
synchronistic experiences.’ A total of
88 undergraduate students took part in
the study, which included several per-
sonality instruments as well as a nine-
item synchronicity index. A significant
relationship was found between syn-
chronicity experiences and one factor
of introversion (introverted feeling). Of
the specific experiences, commonly re-
ported ones were saying what someone
else is thinking (or vice versa), thinking
of a song and hearing it on the radio, and
thinking of a friend who then contacts
you. Furthermore, 27% of the sample
responded that they had had life-chang-
ing coincidences. These dramatic coin-
cidences clustered around life-threaten-
ing situations, death, employment, and
relationships.

Expanding upon the theme of em-
ployment, career counselors have stud-
ied the frequency and use of chance
experiences in career development.
Betsworth and Hansen found that 60%
of their participants’ careers were im-
pacted by chance events.® Bright, Pryor,
and Harpham found 74% of their partici-
pants had been influenced by a chance
event in their career development.” Addi-
tionally, these authors found participants
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reported an average of 7.7 chance events
across the entire career path. Chance
events, to these authors, included events
such as professional or personal connec-
tions, unexpected advancement, being
in the right place at the right time, ob-
stacles in original career path that led to
a better path, unintended exposure to an
interesting activity, and major change of
residence.

As an early step toward a scientific
understanding of meaningful coinci-
dences, we developed the Weird Co-
incidence Scale (WCS) to assess the
frequencies at which these experiences
happen within a general population. The
WCS might also provide a general self-
report measure, which can be used for
other specific and general populations.
We also wanted to investigate the pos-
sible correlates between the WCS and
self-reports of spirituality.

METHODS

Procedure

Participants were recruited via a
weekly e-mail announcement list sent
to individuals affiliated with the Univer-
sity of Missouri-Columbia campus. The
announcement provided a few common
coincidence experiences (ie, thinking
of someone and receiving a phone call
from them, obtaining the right amount
of money unexpectedly), and then listed
a URL for the online survey that was
advertised to help participants find out
which weird coincidences one has expe-
rienced. Individuals were notified regard-
ing the purposes of the survey, to “de-
velop a survey measuring the frequency
and aspects of meaningful coincidence
in our lives.” They were informed that
the survey would likely take 15 minutes.
Potential participants were notified that
their participation in the online survey
would give them a chance at one of 20
$20 cash prizes. Voluntary participation
was emphasized.
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Participants

A total sample of 681 individuals
participated across two data collections.
Demographics from the two samples are
comparable and combined across both
data collections. Demographic informa-
tion was not collected from all partici-
pants; available demographic informa-
tion is reported as follows. For those
reporting age (n = 634), the mean age
was 28.6 (SD =11.2). For those reporting
gender (n = 634), 18.1% were male and
81.9% were female. For those reporting
their racial background (n = 636), 89.8%
were white, 2.8% were Asian, 1.7% were
black, and 1.4% were Hispanic. Of those
reporting religious affiliations (n = 606),
the three largest groupings were Protes-
tant Christian (36%), Roman Catholic
(18.5%), and agnostic/atheist (19.3%).

Instruments

Weird Coincidence Scale

The Weird Coincidence Scale was
constructed by the authors to measure
the frequency of self-reported coinci-
dence experiences in a ‘“normal” popu-
lation. The scale was structured with
a story of a Weird Coincidence at the
beginning, followed by items assessing
the frequency of specific experiences,
which was then followed by items as-
sessing their analysis and interpretation.
These items were constructed based on
stories collected from other sources as
well as examples from the literature.® Fi-
nally, participants were asked to provide
examples from their own experiences.
Participants were given the following
story to prompt their understanding of
the definition of synchronicity:

“Kelly is a 28-year-old female mem-
ber of Alcoholics Anonymous. She was
struggling with a great deal of anger
and resentment focused on her father, an
active alcoholic with whom she has been
with from 10 years. She described their
relationship as one of emotional turmoil
and ‘dysfunctional.’

One day, as she was reading the text,
Alcoholics Anonymous, she came across
a passage that described alcoholics as
sick people and how we would not treat
a cancer patient or someone suffering
from another serious medical illness
with disdain and resentment. She sud-
denly had this ‘revelation’ about her fa-
ther and felt the anger and resentment
melt into empathy and concern. She re-
alized how he was suffering and ill from
his alcoholism just as she had been suf-
fering from the same illness. She said,
“I felt like all those feelings that I car-
ried around my dad were gone. I guess
I see this now as God removing my re-
sentments.” She suddenly “felt a sense
of peace.” As she pondered these new
feelings and perceptions her cell phone
rang; it was her father calling. The two
had been so alienated that she didn’t
even think he knew her phone number.
Surprisingly, he confessed to her how
important she had been in his life, how
sorry he was, how he cared about her,
and would do anything to help her. He
wept as he spoke openly about their
troubled relationship.

Kelly later told the interviewer that
the coincidence of her father calling just
at the moment when her heart was open-
ing up struck her as ‘amazing.” ”’

The survey asked participants to
report the frequency with which they
experience specific coincidences. Fifty-
three of these items were presented in
the first survey. Following the first data
collection, the item pool was shortened
to 42. Items which did not perform well
(had multiple factor loadings or loadings
of less than .4) were eliminated. Partici-
pants were asked to respond to the items
on a 5-point Likert scale, from None/
Never to Very Much/Frequently. Ex-
amples of items on this portion include:
“I run into a friend in an out-of-the-way
place,” and “T am in the right place at the
right time to rescue somebody.”

Of these items, six questions (in both
surveys) that differed in content were
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presented last. These were analysis/in-
terpretation (A/I) items. These items
tapped beliefs about the source (‘I be-
lieve fate works through meaningful co-
incidences”) and impact (“Meaningful
coincidences help me grow spiritually”)
of synchronistic experiences. Response
choices for these items were presented
on a S5-point Likert scale (on the first
survey), ranging from Strongly Disagree
to Strongly Agree and included a N/A
option. The second survey presented
response choices along a 5-point Likert
scale from Strongly Disagree to Strong-
ly Agree, but with no N/A option.

The Multidimensional Measure of
Religiousness/Spirituality for Use in
Health Research

The Multidimensional Measure of
Religiousness/Spirituality for Use in
Health Research.'” This measure was
developed to examine key domains of
religiousness and spirituality and how
they relate to physical and mental health.
Findings from the General Social Survey,
an annual survey of Americans by the
National Opinion Research Center, indi-
cated that all the domains were endorsed
by the respondents, the items formed re-
liable indices within each domain, and
the domains were only moderately cor-
related with one another, indicating that
they are distinct constructs.!!

The domains of the Brief Multidi-
mensional Measure of Religiousness/
Spirituality (BMMRS) used in the cur-
rent study and what each domain mea-
sures are as follows:

1. Daily spiritual experiences (6 items,
alpha = .91). Measures an individual’s
perception of the transcendent (God, the
divine in daily life and the perception of
interaction with, or involvement of, the
transcendent in life);

2. Meaning (2 items). Measures the
process of search for the religious mean-
ing.

3. Religious and spiritual coping (7
items). Measures two patterns of re-
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ligious/spiritual coping. The first pat-
tern is positive religious/spiritual cop-
ing (3 items), which views God/Higher
Power as benevolent and supportive.
The second pattern is negative reli-
gious/spiritual coping (3 items), which
views God/Higher Power as punishing
and abandoning. The seventh item asks
participants to rank their extent to which
their religion is involved in dealing with
stressful situations; and

4. Overall self ranking (2 items).
Measures how religious and spiritual
participants consider themselves to be
on a 4-point Likert scale ranging from 1
(not at all) to 4 (very).

RESULTS

Several broad classes of coincidence
experiences were created from these re-
sults. While some coincidences clearly
relate to career and work-related situ-
ations,®’ others deal with love and re-
lationships. In order to gain an under-
standing of the relative frequency with
which individuals experience classes
of coincidence experiences, items were
grouped according to the life domain in
which the coincidence impacts. These
items clustered around six domains:

e Change and Direction, which relates
to decision-making, especially in im-
portant life domains such as work or
education;

e [.ove Connection, which relates to co-
incidences dealing with interpersonal
connectedness;

e Think/emotion, which deals with
thoughts corresponding to external
events, with a specific focus on needs
or interpersonal relationships;

e Dreams, with items pertaining to a
dream’s predictive qualities;

o and Think/idea, thinking of something
and it happens with a focus on infor-
mation and ideas. Items and catego-
ries, with their respective means, are
presented in Table 1 (see page XXX).

o Analysis/interpretation, the final cate-
gory, pertains to an individual’s belief

about the origins or importance of co-
incidence experiences. The questions
range from a belief that coincidences
can be simply explained by probabil-
ity theory to the belief that God speaks
to us through coincidences.

In addition, correlations were com-
puted between the sum of the frequen-
cy items on the WCS (n = 36) and the
scales of the BMMRS (see Table 2, page
XXX).

DISCUSSION

The change and direction category
offers the most practical implications.
Individuals reporting high frequencies
in this category are noticing coinci-
dences in the realms of work and educa-
tion. Those endorsing high frequencies
of these coincidences may also be more
likely to take advantage of everyday
coincidences. These individuals may
be taking advantage of “planned hap-
penstance,”!! a term coined in the voca-
tional counseling literature. The highest
mean scoring item in this category was
“being introduced to people who further
the individual’s work or education.” This
item reflects an openness to discuss ca-
reer possibilities with individuals, met
through coincidence. The lower-scoring
items included coincidences validating
a course of action and determining an
educational path. Endorsement of these
items may reflect a higher degree of faith
and confidence in coincidence, because
these individuals would weigh a coinci-
dence highly when making major deci-
sions.

The love connection items dealt with
coincidences surrounding telesomatic
experiences,'> wherein one is able to
sense physically the experiences of an
emotionally-close individual at a dis-
tance. These experiences might be ex-
pected to be somewhat rare because
the baseline frequency of high intensity
feelings is significantly lower than the
rate of telephone calls. For the most part,
the participants rated these experiences
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TABLE 2.

Correlations between the Sum of the Frequency Items on the WCS (n = 36) and the Scales

of the BMMRS
Mean DSE | Mean Meaning | MeanCoping | Self-ranking for Religiosity | Self-ranking for Spirituality
Sum of synch frequency items 32%% 31%F 3T1%F 15%% 35%%
#* P <.01

as being fairly infrequent. The top scor-
ing item (“I experience strong emotions
or physical sensations that were simul-
taneously experienced at a distance by
someone I love,” was perhaps different
in its content, as it included emotions in
addition to purely physical sensations.
The think/emotion category involved
interpersonal encounters in which an
individual’s thoughts of someone corre-
sponded with their physical presence or
communication. Common consensus is
that these experiences are relatively fre-
quent,'? and our frequencies support this
assumption. For many individuals, the
experience of “telephone telepathy” is a
common coincidental experience. These
experiences have potential to enrich re-
lationships. Of note, these experiences,
in terms of mean frequency ratings, are
the most common amongst the sample.
The dream items deal with the use
of dreams as a source of information as
well as a prediction for the future. Os-
tensibly, these experiences appear to be
some of the “weirder” experiences and
may be less likely to be endorsed. This
area is complicated by the mechanics of
sleep, given that an individual can dream
a great number of dreams each night and
not remember any or all of their dreams.
Many statisticians point to coincidences
as being natural results of probability
using the argument of dreams — we
have so many dreams a night that one of
them will come true by virtue of prob-
ability. Our sample did not rate these ex-
periences as being particularly frequent.
Perhaps other variables are also strong
in this realm — for instance, our reason-
ing that it was “just a dream” may over-
whelm intuition that the dream means or
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predicts something.

The think/idea category referred to
specific thoughts corresponding to the
specific content of various forms of me-
dia (radio, TV, internet, print). These
events may be experienced as cognitive-
ly stimulating, although the degree of
emotionality in the event is likely to vary
from event to event and from individual
to individual. These events cover a range
of thought-environment content.

The analysis/interpretation items go
beyond personal interpretations of spe-
cific experiences to determine individu-
als’ beliefs about the sources of coinci-
dences. Interestingly, the most strongly
endorsed explanations for coincidences
were God and fate, followed by probabil-
ity. Respondents endorsed less strongly
the interconnected of human minds and
minds connected to the environment.
Many of the respondents also stopped to
consider the meaning of their personal
coincidences.

These items may contain some prac-
tical value in that they allow for an as-
sessment of willingness to notice coinci-
dence as well as to take advantage of it
(eg, for spiritual growth). Although co-
incidences are quite frequent, it is con-
tingent on the person to notice the event
as well as find use in it.

In addition to the frequency-related
results, there were also significant cor-
relations between the frequency items
and all scales of the BMMRS. This im-
plies that individuals who report more
coincidences also tend to report more
spiritual experiences. Individuals who
are highly spiritual may use coincidence
experiences to further their own growth.
Given the overlap between coincidence

and spirituality, the discussion of coinci-
dences may widen. If individuals believe
coincidences are a means by which God
intervenes in their lives, for example,
they may become of interest to a wider
range of individuals. Open questions
remain: how are these experiences in-
tegrated into regular religious practice?
How do individuals interpret their expe-
rience when following coincidence leads
them to trouble? What is the specific in-
terpretation process and how may it dif-
fer between religious and non-religious
individuals?

A limitation of this data collection is
that the individuals participating were
self-selected and were possibly mem-
bers of a subset of the population having
a natural interest in coincidences. Thus,
frequencies may be an overestimate of
the frequency with which an “average”
person would experience weird coinci-
dences.

With these limitations in mind, sev-
eral conclusions can possibly be drawn.
One broad conclusion noted from the
data is that weird coincidences are com-
monly noticed and used. Although we
label these experiences as being “weird,”
this study suggests that these experienc-
es are relatively normative and can occur
with varying frequencies and in varying
domains throughout one’s life course.
The WCS-1 has been statistically re-
fined through factor analysis. The result-
ing WCS-2 should be considered for use
for anyone wishing to build upon these
findings.'*
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Prototypical Coincidence Scenario

Please read the following story as an example of meaningful coincidence.

“Kelly is a 28-year-old female member of Alcoholics Anonymous. She was struggling with a
great deal of anger and resentment focused on her father, an active alcoholic with whom she
has been with from 10 years. She described their relationship as one of emotional turmoil and
‘dysfunctional.’

One day, as she was reading the text, Alcoholics Anonymous, she came across a passage that
described alcoholics as sick people and how we would not treat a cancer patient or someone
suffering from another serious medical illness with disdain and resentment. She suddenly had
this ‘revelation’ about her father and felt the anger and resentment melt into empathy.”

PSYCHIATRIC ANNALS 00:0 | MONTH 200X

4/24/2009 2:58:32 PM ‘ ‘



