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Transformative 
experiences

- generate profound and long-lasting 
shifts in core beliefs and attitudes

- not only change what we know and 
value, but also how we see the world

Gaggioli A. (2020) Transformative Cognition. In: Glăveanu V. (eds) 
The Palgrave Encyclopedia of the Possible. Palgrave Macmillan, Cham. 
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The transformative experience of hearing a sound for the first time
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«Emotional ooccasions, especially violent 
ones, are extremely potent in precipitating 
mental rearrangements (…) and emotions 

that come in this explosive way seldom leave 
things as they found them»

W. James (1902)
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«Quantum change is (…) a vivid, surprising, 
benevolent, and enduring personal 
transformation (…) is a oneway door 
through which there is no going back»

W. Miller and J. De Baca (1994/2001)





Towards a taxonomy of TEs

Chirico, A., Pizzolante, M., Kitson, A., Gianotti, E., Riecke, B. E., & Gaggioli, A. (2022). Defining Transformative Experiences: A Conceptual 
Analysis. Frontiers in Psychology, 0, 2862. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.790300 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2022.790300


Varieties of transformative experiences

A mental state of focused 
absorption in an interesting 
and challenging task 

Flow

A profound and overwhelming 
feeling of wonder or 
admiration for something vast 
and difficult to accommodate 

Awe

Experiences involving intense 
feelings of “merging with the 
universe”, wholeness, unity, 
and integration

Peak experiences

Moral emotions
Positive emotions generated by 
the connection with something 
greater than ourselves (i.e., 
elevation, compassion, 
admiration, gratitude)

Experiences in which the 
sense of self can fall away 
entirely, creating a distinction-
less sense of unity with one’s 
surroundings

Mystical 
experiences

Experience characterized by 
“ego-less”, moment-to-
moment, open, nonjudgmental 
awareness

Mindfulness

Yaden et al., (2017, May 1). The Varieties of Self-Transcendent Experience. Review of General Psychology 21 (2), 143-160.



AWE

A feeling of wonder
experienced when
facing something
vaster, greater, beyond
current understanding

Keltner & Haidt ,  2003
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The Overview Effect

In outer space you develop an instant global 
consciousness, a people orientation, an intense 
dissatisfaction with the state of the world, and a 
compulsion to do something about it. From out 
there on the moon, international pol it ics look so 
petty. You want to grab a pol it ic ian by the scruff of 
the neck and drag him a quarter of a mil l ion miles 
out and say, "Look at that, you son of a bitch!".

Edgar D. Mitchell, Lunar Module pilot for Apollo 14
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Awe boosts 
mental and 
physical 
wellbeing 

Binds us to others (Piff et al., 
2015)

Expands our perception of 
time (Rudd et al., 2012)

Elicits spiritual beliefs (Van 
Cappellen & Saroglou, 2013)

Enhances the immune 
response (Stellar et al., 2015)



VIRTUAL REALITY AS 
AWE-INDUCING MEDIUM

Chirico, A., Cipresso, P., Yaden, D.B. Gaggioli, A (2017) 
Effectiveness of Immersive Videos in Inducing Awe: An 
Experimental Study. Scientific Reports 7, 1218 (2017). 
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Awe is
linked to 
creativity

• openness to  exper ience  pred icts  both creat ive  ach ievement and 
awe

• awe expands people ʼs  mental  f rames

• spac iousness enhances se l f -reported  percept ions of  creat ive  
potent ia l  

• uncommon/unexpected exper iences enhance cogni t ive  f lex ib i l i ty

• ambivalent  emotional  states ( l ike  awe) are  conduct ive  to  
creat iv i ty



Torrance 
Creativity 

Tests 
(Torrance, 

1966, 1974)

Neutral 
360°video

Awe-inducing 
360°video

Product 
improvement 

Unusual use

Partecipants
52 university students, 
(mean age = 24.9; 

SD = .214) 

Chirico, A., Glaveanu, V. P., Cipresso, P., Riva, G., & Gaggioli, A. (2018). Awe enhances creative thinking: an experimental study. 
Creativity Research Journal, 30(2), 123–131.

Does awe boost creativity?



Chirico A, Clewis RR, Yaden DB, Gaggioli A (2021) Nature versus art as elicitors of the sublime: A virtual reality study. PLoS ONE 16(3): 
e0233628. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0233628



Chirico, A., Scurati, G.W., Maffi, C., Huang, S., Graziosi, S., Ferrise, F., & Gaggioli, A. (2020). Designing virtual environments for 
attitudes and behavioral change in plastic consumption: a comparison between concrete and numerical information. Virtual Reality, 25, 
107-121.

Transformative emotional design 
for promoting ecological behaviors 1/2



Chirico, A., Pizzolante, M., Borghesi, F., Bartolotta, S., Sarcinella, E. D., Cipresso, P., & Gaggioli, A. (2023). "Standing Up for Earth 
Rights": Awe-Inspiring Virtual Nature for Promoting Pro-Environmental Behaviors. Cyberpsychology, behavior and social networking, 
26(4), 300–308. https://doi.org/10.1089/cyber.2022.0260
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CAN 
TRANSFORMATIVE 
EXPERIENCES BE 
DESIGNED?
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The potential of 
VR as 
transformative 
technology

Creates a “sense of presence” 

Allows a first-person, 
embodied perspective

Can simulate possible (and 
impossible) worlds

Is already being used in 
psychotherapy 
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VR is effectively integrated in  
psychotherapy applications



“Tree” virtual reality experience 
by the New Reality Company



Bourdin P, Barberia I, Oliva R, Slater M (2017) A Virtual Out-of-Body Experience Reduces Fear of Death. PLOS ONE 
12(1): e0169343. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0169343
http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0169343

OUT-OF-BODY EXPERIENCES IN VR
(Bourdin et al., 2017)

http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0169343
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DEEP DREAM VR FOR STUDYING 
ALTERED STATES (Suzuki et al. 2017)



THE TRANSFORMATIVE 
POTENTIAL OF 
“PHYGITAL” 
TECHNOLOGIES



PHYGITAL WORLDS AS 
THE APPLIFICATION OF 
REALITY

Gaggioli, A. (2017) Phygital Spaces: When Atoms Meet Bits. Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and 
Social Networking, 20(12), p. 774

SPACE AND BODY 
BECOME PROGRAMMABLE 

INTERFACES



THE TECHNOLOGIES OF THE SELF

ARE THE TECHNOLOGIES OF THE POSSIBLE



Transformative 

Experience 
Design

Gaggio l i ,  A.  2016.  Transformat ive Exper ience Des ign .  In Human-Computer  
Conf luence Transforming Human Exper ience Through Symbiot ic  Technolog ies ,  
Gaggio l i et  a l .  (Eds.) .  De Gruyter,  97-121.



IMMAGINE

In the last three years, our team has achieved to design and develop the architectural software framework of the VR-
based emotion-driven procedural content generator, and has successfully demonstrated a first proof-of-concept 
application of - the Emotional Labyrinth

The Emotional labyrinth: Generative VR



The Emotional labyrinth: feedback objects

HAPPINESS
SADNESS

ANGER
FEAR
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Moving into

the 

transformation

economy
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Any sufficiently advanced technology 
is indistinguishable from magic 

Arthur C. Clarke

WWW.XP-LAB.IT

Twitter: @gag4all

andrea.gaggiol i@unicatt. it


