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“Synchronicity connects you with nonlocal awareness and with 
others. Serendipity is opportunity meets preparedness. This book is an excellent 
guide.”

DEEPAK CHOPRA, M.D.

“A pioneering work—Beitman synthesizes findings from diverse 
disciplines, ranging from theology to biogeochemistry, which are as convincing 
as they are awe-inspiring. Dr. Beitman expands our understanding of uncanny 
coincidence by applying his discriminating eye as a former academic researcher 
and his receptive heart and spirit as a psychiatrist in private practice who 
engages in these lived mysteries with his patients. Upon reading, expect to 
experience more meaningful coincidences.”

HELEN MARLO, PH.D.,
PROFESSOR OF CLINICAL PSYCHOLOGY AND THE DEPARTMENT CHAIR AT 
NOTRE DAME DE NAMUR 
UNIVERSITY

“Is it a mere coincidence that you’ve noticed this book on coincidences? 
After you’ve read it, you may agree with author and psychiatrist Bernard Beitman 
that some synchronicities are far more than dumb luck. They also provide clues 
about the holistic fabric of reality that binds everything and everyone together. 
A thoroughly engaging and well-written examination of a perpetually fascinating 
form of human experience.”

DEAN RADIN, PH.D.,
CHIEF SCIENTIST AT THE INSTITUTE OF 
NOETIC SCIENCES

“Bernard Beitman has given us something fundamentally new and 
helpful here: a careful and rigorous modeling of coincidences that are not just 
coincidences and then a way of practically integrating them into our lives, 
thought, and public culture. Many writers have commented on the subject. None 
have been this careful, this thorough, and, frankly, this eloquent. If I may, 
Dr. Beitman makes the impossible possible. Welcome to the psychosphere.”

JEFFREY J. KRIPAL, 
PH.D., AUTHOR OF THE 
SUPERHUMANITIES

“In Meaningful Coincidences, Dr. Beitman argues that meaningful 
coincidences are both common and normal in everyday life. Brimming with astounding 
examples, this important book introduces a typology of coincidences that brings 
much-needed conceptual rigor to their study and understanding. Beitman shows 
how, regardless of their cause or mechanism, we can use meaningful coincidences 
to enrich our lives and help heal our fractured society. This book will challenge 
what you thought you knew about your life and role in the world.”

BRUCE GREYSON, M.D., 
CHESTER F. CARLSON PROFESSOR 
EMERITUS OF PSYCHIATRY AND NEUROBEHAVIORAL 
SCIENCES, UNIVERSITY OF VIRGINIA

“In this fascinating analysis of the anatomy of coincidences, 
the author dives into what makes coincidences meaningful and what we can learn 
from them. If you’d like to explore this exciting topic—and learn how to open 
yourself up to meaningful coincidences—this book is for you.”

CHRISTIAN BUSCH, 
PH.D., CLINICAL ASSISTANT PROFESSOR AT 
NYU AND AUTHOR OF THE SERENDIPITY 
MINDSET

“A wonderful, highly readable account of meaningful coincidences. 
The author—a psychiatrist, researcher, podcast host, and more—has devoted considerable 
talent, time, and resources to legitimizing the study of coincidences. His systemic 
categorizations of these types of events along with the articulation of coincidence 
sensitivity and discussions of meta-coincidence make this a uniquely valuable 
contribution to anyone seriously interested in the field.”

JOSEPH CAMBRAY, PH.D.,
PRESIDENT-CEO OF PACIFICA 
GRADUATE INSTITUTE

“This book is a transdisciplinary look into the nature of connection 
itself. In tracing the mechanisms and mysteries of coincidence and charting 
the paradoxical nature of its exploration (for to discover the reason behind 
a coincidence is to render it no longer one), Beitman delightfully reveals that 
there is room for data in awe—but also room for awe in data.”

A. NATASHA JOUKOVSKY, AUTHOR 
OF THE PORTRAIT OF A MIRROR

“I have known Dr. Beitman as an earnest and dogged investigator 
of what lies beneath the wonder of synchronicity experienced by so many. He 
goes further than pursuing knowledge about these phenomena for its own sake, 
however. He has founded a community of fellows who share his drive, drawing 
from shared wisdom, and thus Beitman’s work represents a growing body of data 
on personal experiences in and around phenomena such as synchronicity and serendipity.”

SAMANTHA COPELAND, 
PH.D., PHILOSOPHER AND COFOUNDER AND COCHAIR 
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FOREWORD

The Invisible Currents That Connect and Unite Us

Terry Marks-Tarlow, Ph.D.

Bernard Beitman, M.D., has experienced and studied coincidences 
for decades. This book emerged from his infectious passion and extensive scholarship 
and may be the most comprehensive guidebook ever written on the subject. He 
examines coincidences through multiple lenses—Carl Jung’s “synchronicity” (meaningful 
coincidences), Horace Walpole’s “serendipity” (happy accidents), Paul Kammerer’s 
“seriality” (recurrence of numbers or events), and his own concept of “simulpathity” 
(empathic resonances across space or time). He also systematically categorizes 
coincidences into three types, explains the conditions likely to stimulate them, 
describes their benefits as well as limitations, and illuminates the spectrum 
of possible explanations.

Dr. Beitman describes the range of patterns by which people experience coincidences. 
These include: generalists, connectors, super-encounterers, serialiers, probabilists, 
and theoreticians. I am a “generalist” insofar as coincidences of all kinds 
have always been central to my life. When younger, I recall special delight 
in grabbing a handful of nails, only to discover I had nabbed exactly 
the number I needed. In my role as a clinical psychologist, coincidences appear 
regularly. They show up as clusters in new patients, like a series of artists 
or a series of attorneys. They emerge from patient stories when outer events 
perfectly mirror inner issues. The deeper or more charged the subject matter, 
the more likely synchronicities are to appear. Both personally and professionally, 
these occurrences continually inform me whether I am “in the flow” or facing 
a block.

Some people draw upon normative statistics that, by themselves, render coincidences 
meaningless. By contrast, contemporary math and science offer alternate possibilities. 
As Dr. Beitman states, Jung was influenced by the physicist Wolfgang Pauli, 
a patient of his who introduced him to the concept of nonlocality, the ability 
of quantum particles to become instantly entangled even across huge expanses 
of space. I too am steeped in contemporary science, which informs not only my 
view of synchronicity but also my spirituality. I hold a special love for fractal 
geometry, a passion shared by Rob Sacco and explained in the pages ahead. I 
believe that fractals constitute a meta-level of patterns in the universe—the 
patterns of the patterns we see.

Fractal geometry is a new branch of mathematics, dating back to the 1970s. 
From the field’s inception, discoverer/inventor Benoît Mandelbrot recognized 
the relevance of fractals for capturing very complicated natural shapes. The 
hallmark of a fractal, self-similarity, means that the pattern of the whole 
is reflected in the pattern of the parts. We see this in the branching fractals 
of trees, rivers, the arteries of our bodies, and neurons, in all natural landscapes 
like coastlines and mountains, and, at a cultural level, within archetypes found 
worldwide like the Trickster, Shadow, Good Mother, and Hero that are repeated 
throughout human history.

Dr. Beitman intuitively understood the connection between fractals and meaningful 
coincidences when he chose a fractal spiral to grace the cover of this book. 
The author and I met through an interview on his podcast Connecting with 
Coincidence (episode 239) after I had served as lead editor for the book
A Fractal Epistemology for a Scientific Psychology. During our talk, 
I claimed that fractal principles provide the best naturalistic model of how 
mind and matter so frequently mirror one another.

Self-similar patterns occur across multiple scales, whether in space or time 
or across imaginary, symbolic realms. Self-similar spirals recur in the growth 
of a nautilus shell and some snails, the pattern of a sunflower’s seeds, or 
a galaxy’s curve. As the snail grows, the shell’s curve retains the same relationship 
between part and whole. This is the essence of identity everywhere—though our 
parts may change, they retain a vital relationship to the whole: I am still 
myself, even though all the cells and fluids in my body or the ideas in my mind 
continually change.

Fractal patterns also hold surprises, such as the closer you look, the more 
self-similar pattern there is to see. Fractals also sport paradoxical boundaries 
that are simultaneously open and closed. I may function autonomously in some 
ways, yet I have a social brain that continually penetrates and is penetrated 
by others. Interpersonal fractals may help to explain interpersonal resonances.

After our interview Dr. Beitman entered a twilight zone between sleep and 
waking that prompted him to invite me to write this foreword. Since then he’s 
been seeing fractals everywhere, while I have been besieged by coincidences. 
This is an example of relational interpenetration. We may leave the womb, but 
our relationship with the whole never falters—we interpenetrate with others 
and with our environment. With mind and matter conceived this way, we can view 
coincidences naturalistically in terms of self-similar resonances between inner 
and outer processes. Like tuning forks, our brains, minds, and bodies sync up 
with one another as well as with nature at large.

Dear reader, you will enjoy the pages ahead. Not only are they filled with 
fascinating examples of coincidences they also illustrate a variety of ways 
to understand, categorize, and ascribe meaning to such events. Coincidences 
cannot help but fill us with wonder at the fundamental interconnection between 
inner and outer realms.

Your personal synchronicities are both astounding yet common events. Dr. 
Beitman’s book will help you normalize your experience of them and empower you 
to feel more confident in telling your relatives and friends about them. If 
you are as moved by what you read as I was, I hope you will join Dr. Beitman 
in collectively using meaningful coincidences to illuminate the invisible currents 
that connect and unite us.

TERRY MARKS-TARLOW, 
PH.D., is the editor of A Fractal Epistemology for 
a Scientific Psychology (2020) as well as the author of Mythic Imagination 
Today: The Interpenetration of Mythology and Science (2021).



PREFACE

How Coincidence Shaped My Life

The greatest thing you’ll ever learn is just to love and 
be loved in return.

“NATURE BOY,” NAT 
KING COLE

Please allow me to introduce myself. I am a psychiatrist. 
I am paid to distinguish between reality and crazy. I walk that line in my life 
and in this book.

A meaningful coincidence is the coming together of two or more events in 
a surprising, unexpected, and improbable way that seems to have significance 
to the person experiencing it, either at the moment or in retrospect.

Coincidences have been a regular companion throughout my life beginning at 
age nine when my dog got lost, and I got lost. Then we found each other. Coincidences 
were deeply solidified in my consciousness when, at age thirty-one, I found 
myself uncontrollably choking while, three thousand miles away, my father was 
choking on his own blood and dying.

The experiences of meaningful coincidences have expanded my awareness of 
my mind and heart, of the heart and mind of others, and of the natural world 
around us. Coincidences have contributed to my psychological and spiritual development, 
guided me in my academic career, and helped grow my relationships. They have 
jolted me out of the conventional views of how the world works. They have made 
me stop, think, and wonder.

In high school, I imagined hitting the first pitch of the game for a homerun. 
I did it once. In college, I imagined running the opening kickoff back for a 
touchdown. I did it once. What did imagining have to do with the actual events? 
Were they “just a coincidence?”

I went to Yale Medical School and completed a psychiatric residency at Stanford. 
My richest coincidence environment was San Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury district 
in the late 1960s. I was a part-time psychiatric resident and part-time hippie, 
spending half the week at Stanford and half the week on the streets of the city. 
During those days, coincidences flew rapidly into my consciousness.

Shortly before I left the University of Washington for a faculty position 
at the University of Missouri in Columbia, Missouri, a coincidence presented 
me a promising research direction. When I walked into a colleague’s office to 
say goodbye to him and the work we had done together, I noticed a paper on chest 
pain and panic disorder on his desk. Noticing my interest, he presented me with 
a onepage protocol, which I then took to Missouri. When I arrived at the University 
of Missouri, I found that the back door of the cardiology clinic was directly 
across the hall from the front door of the psychiatry clinic, allowing for easy, 
confidential movement of chest pain patients to the psychiatric interviews I 
would conduct. Coincidence!

I would end up publishing more than forty papers on the subject, which fostered 
my being promoted to chairman of the department of psychiatry, where I developed 
an innovative training program in the basics of psychotherapy for psychiatric 
residents, and for which I received two national awards. My superb research 
assistant was a Chinese psychiatrist whom I had met on a speaking tour at China 
Medical University in Shenyang. How conveniently coincidental!

By 2006, I had established my credentials as a successful academic psychiatrist, 
so I could return to my passion for coincidences. Building on my research experiences 
in chest pain and my work on psychotherapy, I could formally ask to what degree 
people experience what kind of coincidences. I hired psychology graduate students 
to help quantify answers to that question.

Through a series of standard iterations, we developed the Weird Coincidence 
Survey (WCS). We ran two separate studies involving approximately one thousand 
volunteers from the university faculty, staff, and students and published the 
results in two issues of Psychiatric Annals. As editor of each issue, 
I recruited other synchronicity authors to contribute articles. For the second 
edition, three research teams from three other universities reported the results 
of their studies using the WCS. The WCS has been on my website since 2016 for 
anyone to take to get an estimate of their sensitivity to coincidences. By the 
end of 2020 more than 2,600 people had taken the survey, which offered us the 
opportunity to elaborate on earlier findings.

I left the University of Missouri for Charlottesville, Virginia, where I 
became a visiting professor in the department of psychiatry and neurobehavioral 
sciences at the University of Virginia. As a private practitioner and “recovering 
academic,” I wrote Connecting with Coincidence, my first book on the 
subject, which organized a large collection of coincidence stories by their 
impacts on, and usefulness in, key aspects of daily life: romance, family, friends, 
health, jobs, ideas, money, and spirituality. I began writing a Psychology 
Today blog, which by 2021 had more than 100 entries with more than 750,000 
reads, and I produced a radio show with 138 episodes and more than 250,000 downloads. 
I then began a zoom-based podcast in which I interviewed guests from a wide 
spectrum of life experiences. Coincidences are part of life’s flow wherever 
you are.

The radio show and podcast allowed me to have illuminating conversations 
with leaders in the study of coincidences including Jungians, statisticians, 
entrepreneurs, serendipity academics, musicians, people with bipolar disorder, 
parapsychologists, naturalists, religious fundamentalists, shamans, and people 
whose coincidence experiences moved them to write books about synchronicity. 
Some of these interviewees are featured in Meaningful Coincidences. The 
radio show Connecting with Coincidence can be found on Spreaker and YouTube 
at youtube.com/c/Coinciders/videos as well as on my website coincider.com.

In September 2019 I presented an introduction to meaningful coincidences 
at the first meeting of the Serendipity Society, an exciting and determined 
group of academics who are bringing the formal study of coincidences to universities 
in Europe, North America, and Asia.

This book brings much needed scholarship to the study of coincidences. It 
presents the first systematic categorization of meaningful coincidences. Unlike 
all previous contributions, this book describes the anatomy of a coincidence, 
an extensive survey of the different types of coincidences, the conditions that 
increase the likelihood of their occurring, their limitations as well as benefits, 
and the wide variety of hypotheses that have been put forward to explain them.

The primary intent of this book is to serve as a guide to anyone wishing 
to incorporate the flow of coincidences in their life. For those deeply interested 
in the subject, this book encourages you to join us in The Coincidence Project, 
which is described in appendix 1.

Meaningful Coincidences is also intended to interest academics to 
study them and to accelerate the telling of coincidence stories in everyday 
conversations. The richest source for the evolution of coincidence studies comes 
from reports by people living their lives. By encouraging both academic interest 
and storytelling in daily life, this book can create bridges between researchers 
and the people experiencing coincidences.

As an academic psychiatrist, I have been paid well to serve others both financially 
and experientially. I want to repay society’s generosity. This report of what 
I’ve learned about coincidences is the product of my gratitude. May it assist 
in the positive evolution of our human mind and spirit.



PART 1



[image: image]

Defining Coincidence
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1

Anatomy of a Coincidence

The words coincide and coincidence came 
into English through philosophy, likely from translations from the Latin 
of Roger Bacon (1220–1292). The words then passed into the vocabulary of 
scholarly English writers during the first half of the seventeenth century 
and then were taken up by mathematicians during the great revival of mathematical 
study at that time in England.

The word coincidence became a household word in American English 
following the simultaneous deaths of Thomas Jefferson and John Adams on 
July 4, 1826. The pair died exactly fifty years after each had signed the 
United States Declaration of Independence.1

So then, what is a coincidence? We actually know very little about what 
they are. That reality is best illustrated by the dictionary definition, 
which states that a coincidence is the remarkable concurrence of events 
or circumstances without apparent causal connection. Why is it remarkable? 
Because they occur at the same time? Because their concurrence is surprising? 
Because there is no apparent cause though it seems there should be one? 
And left unsaid in that definition is the suggestion that the coincidence 
may have meaning.

The definition of coincidence harbors contradictions. There could be 
no cause or there could be a cause. It could have no meaning or could be 
meaningful. Coincidences may be both improbable and surprising, but these 
are not synonyms. Coincidences tend to be improbable events, but all improbable 
events aren’t necessarily coincidences.2 For example, rolling 
a die six times and getting 464255 might be just as improbable as 666666, 
but not nearly as surprising.3 Similarly, coincidences are usually 
surprising.4 But events that are surprising (e.g., an unexpected 
firecracker or birthday party) are not necessarily coincidences.5,6 
So a surprising and improbable coincidence captures attention and seems 
to demand explanation.

Our attempt to understand what is meant by the word coincidence 
is made all the more difficult at the starting gate because the word 
coincidence is used in two starkly opposing ways: either as attentionworthy 
or as irrelevant. Adjectives used with the word coincidence sharpen 
the direction of the intended meaning. When coincidences are thought to 
be important or to have a cause, whatever it may be, the speaker will use 
adjectives such as meaningful, remarkable, or amazing. “That was an amazing 
coincidence,” one might say. When the coincidence is viewed as irrelevant, 
as due to chance, adjectives such as mere, only, pure, sheer, and just will 
modify the word. “That’s just a coincidence.” And when the word is used 
without a modifying adjective, the speaker’s intended meaning may be unclear: 
“It was a coincidence that you showed up when I did.”

But one thing about coincidences is certain: they are all around us. 
In our daily lives, on the internet, radio, and television, and in our entertainment; 
but like the gorilla in the room, we often don’t notice them, or do so only 
briefly, in passing, and often without giving them a second thought. The 
survey I conducted while at the University of Missouri in 2009 found that 
at least a third of the general population frequently notices coincidences.7 
That’s a good start and suggests to me that perhaps it’s time to create 
a new field to explore how these unexpected conjunctions of events can be 
understood. To this end, I have established the nonprofit organization called 
The Coincidence Project, which includes the transdisciplinary field of coincidence 
studies (see appendix 1 for more on this). But first, let’s begin by pulling 
apart the threads of what’s commonly called a coincidence.


TIMELINESS

When we consider coincidences, what variables are involved? 
The first and most obvious one is the time interval. Coincidences are 
commonly viewed as the coming together of two or more events simultaneously 
in time, or nearly so. The instantaneous or short time interval between 
the coincidental events seems to increase the significance of a coincidence 
in peoples’ minds, because short time intervals between the occurrences 
of two seemingly unrelated events begin to suggest a cause. Lightning 
is quickly followed by thunder, so lightning causes thunder.

But, in fact, the time intervals characterizing coinciding events 
can vary from simultaneous to many years. And coincidental events taking 
place years apart can be every bit as astonishing as those that are 
instantaneous. Take this example as related by psychologist Alan Combs 
and English professor Mark Holland in their book Synchronicity: Through 
the Eyes of Science, Myth and the Trickster: “Allen Falby was a 
highway patrolman in Texas. One night on duty he crashed his motorcycle 
and lay bleeding to death on the road, having ruptured a major artery 
in his leg. At that point, a man named Alfred Smith arrived, quickly 
put a tourniquet on his leg, and saved his life. Five years later, Falby 
was again on duty and received a call to go to the scene of an auto 
accident. There, he found a man who was bleeding to death from a severed 
artery in his leg. He applied a tourniquet and saved the man’s life. 
Only then did he find out it was Alfred Smith, the very man who had 
saved his life in the exact same way five years earlier. Falby joked, 
‘It all goes to prove that one good tourniquet deserves another.’”8

In the creation of a coincidence, time is generally viewed as going 
forward: a person thinks of something and then an event or object in 
the environment matches that thought. But as the Allen Falby story illustrates, 
coincidences can also be recognized by looking back in time and matching 
events retrospectively.




SIMILARITY

Another variable in coincidences is similarity: the 
two or more events making up a coincidence must be similar. In the Allen 
Falby example, both events involve a tourniquet on the leg saving the 
life of a man bleeding to death. That in itself is not a coincidence, 
but the fact the two men happen to save each other’s lives years apart 
without knowing or being involved with one another—and each showing 
up at the right place and time to save the other person’s life—is what 
makes it a meaningful coincidence.

It would be seen as somewhat less of a coincidence if Falby, who 
had been saved from bleeding to death with a tourniquet applied by Smith, 
had saved Smith say, from drowning, by resuscitation. And perhaps it 
would not be seen as a coincidence at all if they were both in the same 
police department; that would certainly be the case if they were patrol 
partners.




IMPROBABILITY

Similarity brings up the subject of statistical probability, 
a subject we will deal with in greater detail in a subsequent chapter 
5. But as another variable of coincidences, it is also discussed briefly 
here. Though not stated explicitly in the dictionary definition of coincidence, 
it’s understood that a coincidence is an unlikely event. Finding your 
watch in the pocket of a coat you haven’t worn for months is not a coincidence. 
It’s forgetfulness. Thinking of your mother just as your mother happens 
to call you is not a coincidence, or at least not an unlikely one. After 
all, she is your mother, you probably think of her often, and she does 
call you from time to time.

The higher the probability of a coincidence, the more likely there 
is a conventional explanation for the coincidence. But the lower the 
probability (or the higher the improbability) of a coincidence, the 
less likely simple mathematical randomness can explain the concurrence, 
and the more likely that the cause or explanation for the coincidence 
lies outside the realm of conventional science.

Improbability is related to the degree of surprise of a coincidence. 
The less likely it is, the more surprising it will be. One of your friends 
arriving on time for coffee does not qualify as a coincidence. It is 
not surprising, though you may be glad to see your friend. There must 
be some element in the intersection of two events that makes it surprising. 
Surprising coincidences make us wonder. They stretch our sense of what’s 
normal, what’s probable.

Along with its improbability, the degree of surprise of an event 
is evaluated according to its relevance: How directly does the combination 
of coinciding events relate to the moment? If you were thinking about 
the origin of the moon, and as you walk through the library a book on 
raising a baby falls on your foot, you likely wouldn’t think twice about 
it. But what if the subject of the book that falls on your foot is the 
moon? When the coincidence seems to provide a comment on a current set 
of thoughts, the sense of surprise is amplified.

The degree to which a coincidence is surprising helps determine how 
much we will pay attention to it. Without some surprise we would not 
look any further at the parallel; we would not search for its significance 
or meaning. It’s the surprise element that moves us to look further.




THE TWO PRIMARY MEANINGS OF MEANINGFUL COINCIDENCES

When experiencing a coincidence, the coincider, 
the person experiencing a coincidence, often asks, “What does this mean?” 
Within this question are embedded two different questions. One question 
is “How did this happen?” The answer becomes an explanation. The other 
question is “What does this mean for me?” This answer becomes possible 
guidance for how to use the coincidence. (The ranges of explanations 
and uses are described later in this book.)




THE MOST COMMON FORMS OF COINCIDENCE

David Spiegelhalter, the Winton professor for the public 
understanding of risk at the University of Cambridge, collected more 
than 4,470 coincidences. The text analytics firm Quid then did an analysis 
of those stories. A solid 58 percent of the coincidences “included words 
related to family or loved ones, indicating that people are more likely 
to notice coincidences involving people closest to them.”

The five most common types of coincidences in this analysis were:


	Sharing a birthday with someone (11 percent)

	Connections involving books, TV, radio, or the news (10 percent)

	Vacation-related coincidences (6.1 percent)

	Meeting people in transit—while walking around, in airports, 
or on public transportation (6 percent)

	Coincidences related to marriage or in-laws (5.3 percent)



The researchers also looked at the tone of the stories 
and found that more people described their coincidences using negative 
language (32 percent) or neutral language (41 percent) than positive 
language (25 percent). This finding is unexpected because coincidences 
are generally considered to be positive experiences. Maybe it’s because 
people seeking meaning are more likely to experience coincidences, and 
that often happens in times of distress.9

The WCS I conducted, beginning at the University of Missouri, approached 
the question in a different way. While Spiegelhalter asked participants 
to report their stories, WCS participants rated how often they experienced 
the most common coincidences on my website coincider.com. By October 
13, 2020, a total of 2,612 people had answered questions on the WCS 
website. On a scale of 1 to 5, where 5 is “Very frequently” the most 
common coincidences were:


	After experiencing a meaningful coincidence, I analyze the meaning 
of my experience [4.04 average of responses];

	I think of an idea and hear or see it on the radio, TV, or internet 
[3.47];

	I think of calling someone, only to have that person unexpectedly 
call me [3.38];

	I advance in my work/career/education by being in the right 
place at the right time [3.37]; and

	I think of a question only to have it answered by an external 
source (i.e., radio, TV, or other people) before I can ask it [3.32].



The other coincidences, in descending order of frequency, 
were:


	I am introduced to people who unexpectedly further my work/ 
career [3.19];

	I need something, and the need is then met without my having 
to do anything [3.19];

	I run into a friend in an out-of-the-way place [3.09];

	Meaningful coincidence helps determine my educational path [2.95];

	I think about someone and then that person unexpectedly drops 
by my house or office, or passes me in the hall or street [2.86];

	I experience strong emotions or physical sensations that were 
simultaneously experienced at a distance by someone I love [2.85]; 
and

	When my phone rings, I know who is calling without checking 
the screen or using personalized ring tones [2.80].



The participants were also ranked by coincidence sensitivity 
ranging from above forty-three to nineteen and below by adding their 
scores for each of the items on the survey.

Half the participants scored in the very sensitive and ultrasensitive 
range. Most likely, those people highly interested in coincidences decided 
to fill out the survey.
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In both my analysis and the analysis of stories submitted to Spiegelhalter, 
coincidences involving media are relatively common. Though there are 
some similarities, it is interesting that some different categories 
grew out of the two different approaches. I developed my categories 
through an extensive literature review and statistical winnowing. Quid 
analyzed the content of voluntarily submitted stories to develop its 
categories. The Quid analysis included categories of marriageand hospital-related 
coincidences, which I did not include in my survey. I included categories 
Quid did not, such as coincidences related to careers and the reflection 
of one’s thoughts in the external environment. As we develop the science 
of coincidence studies, which is explained in more detail in appendix 
1, ongoing data analyses like these will sharpen the categorization 
of coincidences.
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2

Types of Coincidence

Words are created to carve out portions of reality that 
deserve our attention. The phrase meaningful coincidence is actually 
an umbrella term that covers four words used to describe various types of 
meaningful coincidence: Carl Jung’s synchronicity, Horace Walpole’s
serendipity, Paul Kammerer’s seriality, and simulpathity, 
a term I coined myself. The definitions of these four words overlap.


SYNCHRONICITY

The Swiss psychiatrist and founder of analytical psychology 
Carl Jung is single-handedly responsible for the emergence of the idea 
of meaningful coincidences in Western thought. He did so by inventing 
the word synchronicity from the Greek syn—“with, together”—and
chronos—“time (as in chronology).” Synchronicity, then, 
means “together-in-time.” In his writing, Jung referred to the synchronicity 
principle, with which he attempted to explain a variety of phenomena 
in addition to meaningful coincidences. For Jung, synchronicity was 
an acausal connecting principle by which apparently chance events were 
connected not by cause but by their similarity in meaning.1 
As the use of the word has evolved, it has come to be seen as the equivalent 
of meaningful coincidence. For single events Jung usually used the terms
coincidence and meaningful coincidence. Currently synchronicity 
is regarded as one type of meaningful coincidence.

Jung used findings from quantum mechanics and psi research to hypothesize 
that synchronicity functioned outside the conventional causal reliance 
on time and space. He was strongly influenced by the psi experiments 
of J. B. Rhine at Duke University.2 Jung’s two primary examples 
of meaningful coincidences included clairvoyance and precognition.3 
These primary examples of the synchronicity principle have faded from 
the writings of his followers and have been replaced by less controversial 
ideas. Physicist Victor Mansfield, for example, attempted to dissociate 
synchronicity from the paranormal.4 Through his towering 
intellect, reflected in his theoretical writings and anecdotes, Jung 
laid the groundwork for the twenty-first century study of meaningful 
coincidences.

Jung participated in the creation of the world’s most famous meaningful 
coincidence during a therapy session. In his office in Zurich, Switzerland, 
he had been treating a young woman of high education and serious demeanor. 
But Jung could see that her quest for psychological change was doomed 
unless he could succeed in softening her rationalist shell. As he remained 
attentive to the young woman, he hoped something unexpected and irrational 
would turn up. And as she described a golden scarab—a costly piece of 
jewelry—she had received in a dream the night before, he heard a tapping 
on the window. Jung opened the window and plucked a scarab beetle out 
of the air. The beetle, closely resembling the golden scarab, was just 
what he needed—or just what she needed. “Here is your scarab,” he said 
to the woman, as he handed her a link between her dream and external 
reality.

Jung saw this coincidence as a way of achieving his therapeutic goal, 
breaking through his patient’s excessive rationality. “In Jung’s view,” 
notes Jungian scholar Roderick Main, “the synchronicity does what he 
himself could not do, but what he knew needed to be done.”5

Jung declared that the coincidence broke down the patient’s resistance, 
and treatment could be continued with satisfactory results. He gave 
no further details of the treatment or its results. The implication 
is that this one intervention made everything go smoothly. This idealization 
of the therapeutic process is more fairy tale than real world. The “how” 
of this magical effect is not explained. Through coincidence studies, 
we may come to understand this “how” more clearly.

Jung was watchful, expectant. “This state of hope for the unexpected 
on Jung’s part,” Main said, “forms the inner, psychic component of the 
synchronicity for him, the outer, physical component of which is the 
actual ‘something unexpected and irrational’ in the form of the scarabaeid 
beetle.”6 The scarab beetle was then a double synchronicity 
fulfilling both the patient’s and Jung’s need.

Jung was a conduit for the scarab coincidence. Had he not opened 
the window and let the beetle in, the connection might never have been 
made between the woman’s inner and outer worlds. The scarab beetle also 
had significance for Jung as an Egyptian symbol of death and transformation, 
an archetype. It had appeared previously as a symbol in his own visions. 
Perhaps this added to his instrumental role in creating the coincidence. 
Jung believed that activating or “constellating” an archetype was necessary 
to create a meaningful coincidence.

Jung’s scarab story remains the archetypal synchronicity—the most 
written about meaningful coincidence in the history of coincidence studies. 
Just as Jung was instrumental in bringing about the coincidence of the 
scarab beetle, he was instrumental in bringing the idea of synchronicity 
to the world. Synchronicity is to the Western world like the golden 
scarab was to Jung’s patient, something he handed us with an air of 
great mystery, with fairy tale magic that challenges our views of causality.7

Therapists continue to use coincidence in their work. Psychologist 
Frank Pasciuti describes a similar coincidence. Just as he was urging 
a reluctant patient to consult a specific psychologist for a formal 
evaluation of possible ADHD, a woman burst into his office asking if 
this was the office of the very same psychologist he was recommending 
to his patient. Like Jung’s patient, Frank’s patient took the hint and 
finally agreed to see that psychologist. The patient was evaluated and 
was diagnosed with severe ADHD.

For his part, Main has committed himself to the careful study of 
Jung’s approach to synchronicity. “I have been researching coincidence 
for over 25 years,” writes Main, “focusing mostly on Carl Jung’s seminal 
concept of synchronicity. Jung’s approach appeals to me because of his 
openness to the full range of coincidence phenomena, even those that 
involve seemingly paranormal elements. I like that Jung, while not disregarding 
issues of proof and explanation, focuses primarily on what coincidences 
and other anomalous phenomena mean—and the range of meanings he recognizes 
can stretch from the mundane to the cosmic. I also like his boldness 
in allowing his psychological theories, as well as his view of reality, 
to be shaped by the phenomena he encountered, and not vice versa.”8

Jung placed his acausal connecting principle on equal status with 
causation. It differs from causality by being independent of time and 
space.9 In its simplest form, acausal means that figuring 
out how A caused B is difficult to determine. Sometimes it’s even hard 
to know which came first, A or B. For Jung, a shared meaning, via an 
activated archetype, connects the two events. Jung’s arguments for acausality 
have several weaknesses.10 The primary value of these arguments 
is to shift attention away from causality to meaning as the connecting 
principle between the elements of a meaningful coincidence.11

Those who follow Jung maintain that synchronicity, true synchronicities, 
are only those coincidences that serve the quest for self-realization, 
for personal and spiritual growth, and for a deeper experience of human 
interconnectedness.12,13
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