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Foreword
Making Meaning

Like you, I am searching for meaning. More precisely, I am working on con-
structing a meaningful life. With that goal in mind, I read this book with great 
interest, looking for guidance borne out of theory and science. I found more 
than I expected as the chapters nudged me toward deep refl ection about my 
life and what matters most. Here I share some of my discoveries and encour-
age you to see this book for what it is—an intervention that could inspire you 
to make meaning.

Th inking about meaning conjures up memories of conversations with 
important people in my life. Th e fi rst I will recount was a conversation, or 
series of discussions, between my mentor and me. While hanging out in his 
offi  ce, C. R. “Rick” Snyder and I chatted about our meaningful lives and the 
science that might explain them. Of course, we believed that hope had lots to 
do with meaning, and indeed, some of his research supported this notion. He 
and David Feldman were curious about hope’s links to various conceptualiza-
tions of meaning. Th rough their simple psychometric study, they found very 
high correlations between hope and meaning measures that were rooted in 
three diff erent theories and measured with diff erent tools. Th ese fi ndings, and 
my conversations with Rick, suggested to me that hope might be necessary but 
not suffi  cient for meaning.

Hope is necessary but not suffi  cient for meaning. Is that true? Well, I could 
launch a 10-year program of study to test this theory. With other plans for the 
next decade, I decided to approach this unscientifi cally. I talked to the person 
that contributes most to my life’s meaning, and I observed the most hopeful 
person I know to determine how hope and meaning coexisted in daily life. 

Alli, my wife of 18 years, is my role model of a fl ourishing person. She is 
very happy and makes meaning for herself and others daily. How does she do 
it? Th at is what I asked her. “I think about where I need to go. I think about it 
everyday,” she said. At the same time that she focuses on where she is going, 
she works hard each day to enjoy herself. Her simultaneous hot pursuit of 
the future and cool enjoyment of the present, and the experiences of my psy-
chotherapy clients who found hope while suff ering, affi  rm that the passionate 
pursuit of goals that matter to you and others is integral to a meaningful life.

So hope may be necessary for meaning, but is it suffi  cient for meaning? Are 
high-hope people meaning-making machines by nature? I thought I would 
try to answer this question by spending time with my super-hopeful 6-year-
old son Parrish. He repeatedly demonstrated that he is an expert at nexting, 
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futurecasting, persisting, and celebrating when he reaches his goals. With 
hope in abundance, he is able to make the most of daily life. Despite this, I am 
not sure how much meaning he has in his life, and he certainly doesn’t think 
abstractly enough to complete a meaning-in-life questionnaire. Said diff er-
ently, I am not certain that he is yet psychologically capable of constructing 
meaning. He passionately pursues goals of having fun and learning about the 
world around him, so maybe he is primed for meaning making. However, 
his hope may not be suffi  cient for meaning. Is he cognitively and emotion-
ally ready to make meaning? (Th at question would take another ten years of 
research to answer, but instead I will spend that decade watching Parrish build 
up to purpose and meaning.) Development issues certainly have an eff ect on 
meaning making. Th us, hope’s eff ects on meaning making have to be consid-
ered across the lifespan. So, in the lack of compelling evidence to determine 
whether hope is suffi  cient for meaning, I will hedge and say that it may or may 
not be. Th is conclusion is not satisfying but meaningful all the same.

Th e chapters in this volume sparked these personal refl ections, and the 
refl ections have helped me make more meaning. I hope the book has the same 
eff ect on you.

SHANE J. LOPEZ

Lawrence, Kansas
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Introduction
A Roadmap for Meaning Research and Applications

“What is the meaning of life?” is probably the most persistent and impor-
tant question ever asked. Th e human propensity for grappling with existential 
questions has long been evident in the chronicles of philosophy, religion, and 
literature. Th e broad appeal of trade publications like Viktor Frankl’s Man’s 
Search for Meaning and Rick Warren’s Purpose Driven Life also attests to the 
widespread public interest in meaning and purpose. Jerome Bruner (1990) has 
made a compelling case to make meaning the central construct of psychology. 
In spite of the long history of the human concern for meaning, psychological 
research on this topic is quite recent. 

Wong and Fry (1998) represent the fi rst major publication on empirical 
research on meaning of life and its vital role in well-being, resilience, and psy-
chotherapy. Back then, I predicted that meaning will take its rightful place 
at the center stage of psychology, along with self-effi  cacy and optimism. Th is 
prediction has come true, largely as a result the exponential growth of positive 
psychology, which identifi es what makes life worth living as one of the corner-
stones of this new movement (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000).

Th is second edition has 21 new chapters, refl ecting the rapidly expanding 
fi eld of research on the role of meaning in fl ourishing. Some chapters have 
been so extensively revised that they can be treated as new chapters. Apart 
from providing a considerable amount of new material, this revised edition 
also shows better integration between chapters. Th is introductory chap-
ter provides an overview of the signifi cant advances in meaning-oriented 
research and applications. 

What Is the Meaning of Meaning of Life?

People routinely talk about their needs for meaningful relationships or mean-
ingful work; but when confronted with the question of meaningful living, 
they may become uneasy and defensive. Th eir fi rst reaction is oft en “What do 
you mean by the meaning of life?” Even in academic circles, students oft en 
ask, “What is the meaning of meaning?” In order to address this common 
concern, I want to proceed by clarifying the diff erent types and components 
of meaning.

Situational Meaning Versus Existential Meaning

It is helpful to distinguish between specifi c meaning and global mean-
ing (Park & Folkman, 1997), or situational meaning and ultimate meaning 
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(Frankl, 1946/1985). Th is fundamental distinction can also be framed as situ-
ational meaning versus existential meaning (Reker  & Chamberlain, 2000; 
Chapter 20, this volume). Existential meaning actually involves at least seven 
related questions (Wong, 2010): Who am I? What should I do with my life to 
make it worthwhile? What can I do to fi nd happiness and life satisfaction? 
How can I make the right choices in an age of moral ambiguity and con-
fl icting values? Where do I belong and where do I call home? What is the 
point of living in the face of suff ering and death? What happens aft er death? 
Th ese questions are concerned with one’s philosophy of life and worldviews to 
make sense of life. All chapters in the volume touch on diff erent combinations 
of these fundamental questions simply because it would be diffi  cult to fully 
understand the meaning of life without addressing existential concerns. 

Structure and Functions of Meaning

Another approach to understanding the meaning of life is to focus on the 
structure and functions of meaning. My PURE model (see Chapters 1 and 
28, this volume) operationally defi nes meaning as consisting of four essential 
components: purpose, understanding, responsible action, and enjoyment or 
evaluation. Life would not be meaningful in the absence of any of these ingre-
dients. Functionally, these components entail the four major psychological 
processes for the good life: motivational (purpose), cognitive (understanding), 
social and moral (responsibility), and aff ective (enjoyment or evaluation). Th is 
model provides a comprehensive framework for individuals to refl ect and 
determine whether they have indeed found something worth living and dying 
for. All the contributors to this volume address some or all of these four basic 
components of meaning. 

Subjective Versus Objective Meaning

Th e study of meaning has always been plagued by the subjective versus objec-
tive controversy. Meaning is subjective because individuals have to determine 
for themselves what kind of life is meaningful to them. Th eir decisions can 
be entirely based on how they make sense of themselves and the world. A 
purely subjective stance would lead to the logical conclusion that one can 
live a meaningful life by being a tyrant, serial killer, or pedophile. Th erefore, 
there is the need for an objective frame of reference regarding the meaning 
of life, independent of personal biases. An objective principle of meaning is a 
truth claim that can be verifi ed by empirical research. Psychologists engage in 
meaning research because they believe that it is possible to discover general 
principles of meaningful living.

Meaning in life needs to include both subjective and objective perspectives. 
Frankl (1946/1985) emphasizes that meaning can be discovered by individu-
als according to their subjective, phenomenological experience. But he also 
stresses that the discovery of meaning needs to be based on the principles of 
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authenticity and time-honored universal values. Generally, one’s meaning of 
life is more likely to be benefi cial when there is congruence between subjective 
and objective meaning. 

When research fi ndings do not resonate with real-life experiences, we need 
to question the validity of the research. Furthermore, when we apply research 
fi ndings without taking into account individual diff erences and cultural con-
texts, it may result in misapplication. Better integration between research and 
application can be achieved if researchers keep in mind the importance of 
both objective evidence and subjective experience as suggested by William 
James (1912) and Th omas Nagel (1989). All the chapters in the section on 
applications have found a way to incorporate both subjective and objective 
perspectives.

Content Versus Processes of Meaning

Content refers to experiences, activities, goals, and emotional states that imbue 
life with meaning, whereas processes refer to the psychological mechanisms 
or adaptive eff orts in the quest for meaning. Steger, Frazier, Oishi, and Kaler 
(2006) make an important distinction between the presence of meaning and 
the search for meaning. However, mere presence of meaning does not indi-
cate what makes life worth living. My implicit theory research (Wong, 1998a) 
has identifi ed eight sources of meaning: happiness, achievement, intimacy, 
relationship, self-transcendence, self-acceptance, and fairness. Th is fi nding 
has been replicated in Asian cultures (Kim, Lee, & Wong, 2005; Lin & Wong, 
2006; Takano & Wong, 2004). McDonald, Wong, and Gingras (Chapter 17, 
this volume) introduce a brief version of the Personal Meaning Profi le (PMP) 
for the convenience for researchers and clinicians.

With respect to searching for meaning, the process is neither simple nor 
straightforward. For example, there are at least six diff erent stages in the pro-
cess of the search for meaning that have very diff erent meanings and implica-
tions for well-being: (a) the inertia stage, in which individuals have not yet 
embarked on the quest for meaning; (b) the exploratory stage, in which indi-
viduals are struggling to fi nd meaning but have not yet discovered one; (c) the 
discovery stage, in which individuals have already experienced some success 
in fi nding meaning in the major domains of life; (d) the completion stage, in 
which individuals cease their quests for meaning because they have found sat-
isfactory answers to all their existential concerns; (e) the emergency stage, in 
which something horrible happens and shatters the assumptive world of indi-
viduals, triggering a quest for meaning; and (f) the stagnant stage, in which 
individuals get stuck in their search because they ask the wrong questions or 
come to conclusions that do not provide any closure or satisfaction. 

In view of the complexities of the quest for meaning, a low score on Steger 
et al.’s (2006) Searching for Meaning Subscale can mean diff erent things. Th at is 
why the subscale has been either negatively correlated to well-being (Chapters 
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13 and 23, this volume) or unrelated to well-being (Steger et al., 2006). Such 
inconsistency in fi ndings can be resolved only by additional research on what 
type of meaning seeking is benefi cial and what type is not, as Wong and Watt 
(1991) have done to resolve a similar controversy surrounding life review. Th e 
meaning of searching for meaning can be further clarifi ed by studying when 
people do engage in which types of meaning search (Wong & Weiner, 1981).

Levels of Meaning

Given the complexity of the world we live in as well as the complexity of mean-
ing as a construct, Peterson (1999, 2007) has proposed three levels of analysis. 
At the fi rst level, meaning emerges because it helps us to understand what 
happens to us in everyday living and to decide how to respond in an adaptive 
way. Th is level has to do with self-regulation, self-maintenance, and self-prop-
agation; meaning is broadly based on instincts, drives, motivation, emotions, 
and psychosocial processes involved in goal planning and goal striving. At the 
second level, meaning emerges because of encounters with something unex-
pected, negative, or threatening. For example, when our plans are blocked or 
when our cherished beliefs are threatened, we experience frustration, anxiety, 
fear, guilt, or anger. Meaning is adaptive in our attempts to overcome obsta-
cles, uncertainties, and confl icts by exploring alternative solutions in order to 
keep hope alive. At the third level, meaning arises for two reasons. First, the 
realization that all our beliefs and endeavors are no longer valid puts us in a 
state of confusion and anxiety, thus creating a need for myth making, religion, 
and spirituality in order to restore meaning. Second, when all our basic needs 
are fully satisfi ed, boredom or atrophy may set in, thus setting the stage for 
exploration, curiosity, fantasy, or metanarratives in order to restore meaning. 

Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs represents another way to concep-
tualize the diff erent levels of meaning, beginning with meeting biological 
needs and moving toward self-actualization, which includes spirituality and 
transpersonal experiences. Several chapters in this volume (Chapters 1, 2, and 
11) implicitly make reference to diff erent levels of meaning.

What Is the Meaning of Life? Th eoretical Perspectives

Meaning of life, especially the ultimate meaning of life, is too deep and com-
plex to be fully understood by human beings. Solomon, one of the wisest per-
sons who ever lived, conceded to this diffi  culty a long time ago in the book of 
Ecclesiastes. Th is daunting task has not prevented people from attempting to 
understand the mysteries of the human condition through diff erent theoreti-
cal lenses. 

The Positive Psychology Perspective

Th e positive psychology perspective seems most intuitive and self-evident. It 
is very appealing to believe that life is good and that we live in a wonderful 
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world because we have the freedom and ability to pursue our dreams. Who 
doesn’t want to enjoy life? Who doesn’t want to do what one does best and 
what one loves most? Solomon came to the same conclusion during the early 
stages of his meaning quest: “A man can do nothing better than to eat and 
drink and fi nd satisfaction in his work. Th is too I see is from the hand of God” 
(Ecclesiastes 2:24, New International Version).

According to positive psychology, positive aff ect and personal strengths 
are what make life worth living. King and Hicks (Chapter 6, this volume) 
have provided convincing evidence that positive aff ect plays a causal role in 
the experience of meaning even in the absence of realistic evidence that life 
is meaningful. Th ey are correct in suggesting that the cultivation of positive 
feelings even in mundane activities can contribute to our overall sense of 
meaning in life. It is true that when people are in good moods, they are more 
inclined to see life as meaningful. But there are limitations to positive aff ect 
because moods are fl eeting, and hedonic happiness invariably returns to a set 
point. Th e biggest challenge is to maintain positive aff ect when one is over-
whelmed by pain and sadness. In noxious and disastrous situations, such as 
the 9/11 attacks and the 3/11 tsunami, only meaning can give us some sense of 
hope (Frankl, 1946/1985; Wong, 2009).

Peterson and Park (Chapter 13, this volume) studied the relationship 
between character strengths, well-being, and meaning in older people. Th ey 
employed two meaning measurements. One is based on the Meaning of Life 
Orientation subscale (Peterson, Park,  & Seligman, 2006). Th e other is the 
Meaning in Life Questionnaire developed by Steger et  al. (2006). What is 
noteworthy is that the top four character strengths most signifi cantly related 
to meaning orientation and presence of meaning are religiousness, gratitude, 
hope, and zest for life. Th e high correlation between religiousness and mean-
ing confi rms previous research on the inherent connection between meaning 
and spirituality (Pargament, 1997; Wong, 1998b). Th is fi nding suggests that 
religiosity or philosophy of life about the big picture is an essential aspect of 
meaning in life. 

Peterson and Park (Chapter 13, this volume) conclude, “Positive psychol-
ogists stress that their interest extends beyond ‘happiness’ yet routinely use 
life satisfaction or happiness measures as the chief outcome of interest (e.g., 
Seligman, Steen, Park,  & Peterson, 2005). Perhaps measures of meaning 
should be employed as well” (p. 292, this volume). I would go even further: 
Why not study the eff ect of acquiring a meaning mindset on a wide range of 
well-being and strengths measures (Wong, in press-b)?

The Self-Determination Perspective

Self-determination is clearly involved in choosing a preferred life goal as well 
as in making the necessary adjustments to achieve it. Several chapters in this 
volume employ this theoretical perspective (Chapters 1, 14, and 24). 
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Weinstein, Ryan, and Deci (Chapter 4, this volume) provide the most 
comprehensive and compelling account of meaning in life in terms of self-
determination theory (SDT): “As described by SDT then, the meaning-mak-
ing process is intrinsic to our natures and responsible for helping individuals 
create what Dittmann-Kohli (1991) called a coherent life course. … As indi-
viduals internalize and integrate new experiences, values, and behaviors they 
experience greater internal harmony, purpose, and wholeness (Ryan & Deci, 
2001).” Th e ability to integrate both humanistic-existential theories and the 
social-personality processes makes SDT a very powerful theory in providing 
the mechanisms for meaningful and authentic living. 

Weinstein et al. present the self-determination perspective, which incor-
porates intrinsic motivation and self-knowledge as main determinants. “In 
short, to fi nd true meaning, individuals must get to know who they truly are—
that is, know what is valuable and important to them—and act in accord with 
that knowledge.” Th ey conclude that meeting the intrinsic needs for related-
ness, autonomy, and competence also contributes to a sense of life meaning 
and fulfi llment, whereas extrinsic values, goals, and purposes typically do 
not yield basic need satisfactions. Th eir SDT perspective focuses on intrinsic 
motivation and integrates diff erent aspects of personality and experiences of 
life as a unifi ed whole. Of interest to note that like my dual-systems model, 
SDT also suggests that meaning can be facilitated by mindfulness. 

Integrative Perspectives

A complete theory of meaning of life needs to integrate both positive and 
negative experiences. Aside from the inevitable physical decline evident 
in aging, illness, and death, life is unpredictable and hard for most people. 
Even when things are going well and one’s cup is overfl owing with blessings, 
a single misfortune can destroy one’s world of happiness—just witness the 
recent catastrophes in Japan. When bad things happen, meaning is needed in 
order to make sense of suff ering and make it more bearable. Th is is the main 
message in Shmotkin and Shrira’s chapter in this volume (Chapter 7). Th ey 
focus on the distinction between subjective well-being and meaning in life 
and consider how the two concepts serve diff erent purposes and functions in 
the hostile-world scenario. Subjective well-being allows people to manage the 
hostile-world scenario, whereas meaning-making systems allow the hostile-
world scenario to be interpretable. Both subjective well-being and meaning in 
life are major assets in dealing with trauma.

Shmotkin and Shrira embrace both hedonic (subjective well-being) and 
eudaimonic (meaning-in-life) approaches, arguing that each off ers important 
insight for how one deals with a hostile world. Specifi cally, in dealing with the 
adverse contingencies of life, subjective well-being facilitates regulatory pro-
cesses that make the adverse situation manageable, whereas meaning in life 
facilitates reconstructive processes that make suff ering interpretable.
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Steger’s (Chapter 8, this volume) theoretical perspective focuses on cog-
nition and purpose. Steger provides a comprehensive cognitive defi nition of 
meaning that includes existential elements:

Meaning is the web of connections, understandings, and interpretations 
that help us comprehend our experience and formulate plans directing 
our energies to the achievement of our desired future. Meaning pro-
vides us with the sense that our lives matter, that they make sense, 
and that they are more than the sum of our seconds, days, and years. 
Comprehending our experience in this way builds the cognitive com-
ponent of meaning in life. Th e cognitive component of meaning in life 
thus refers to the understandings that we develop of who we are, what 
the world is like, and how we fi t in with and relate to the grand scheme 
of things.

Th e purpose aspect of meaning, according to Steger, also has an existential 
quality. Life goals are most meaningful when they fl ow from a person’s sense 
of the self and place in the world. Citing Frankl (1946/1985), Steger advo-
cates that individuals need to develop a clear vision of what they are trying to 
accomplish: “I argue that the goals people develop are most benefi cial when 
they arise naturally from the unique ways they comprehend life.”

Sommer, Baumeister, and Stillman (Chapter 14, this volume) defi ne mean-
ing in life in terms of four basic needs (purpose, effi  cacy, value, and self-worth). 
When people are not able to fulfi ll these four needs because of misfortunes, 
they resort to meaning reconstruction in order to maintain a sense of mean-
ing. More important, the authors point out, “Negative events are thus not eval-
uated in isolation but interpreted according to one’s life scheme or storylike 
representation of the self.” Th us, one needs a philosophy of life and a narrative 
construction of the self in order to make sense of negative events. 

Th ey also point out that purposeful pursuit of meaningful goals—not just 
any goals—leads to greater psychological well-being. What is meaningful has 
to be derived from one’s intrinsic motivation and sense of self in the larger 
scheme of things. Th is point is also emphasized by Wrosch, Scheier, Miller, 
and Carver (Chapter 24, this volume) and McAdams (Chapter 5, this volume).

Sommer et al. (Chapter 14, this volume) conclude that “successfully deal-
ing with the process of aging also corresponds with spiritual and religious 
practice.” According to their research, people fi nd meaning and purpose when 
they “absorb and participate in large systems of meaning, such as religion (or 
democracy, conservation movements, etc).”  Th is is consistent with my con-
tention that we need to develop a meaning mindset as the best way to face 
negative events and aging. 

Klinger (Chapter 2, this volume) employs the evolutionary perspective. 
According to this view, both animal life and human life “consist of a virtually 
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continual succession of goal pursuits” in order to meet life’s necessities. As 
a result, sustained and persistent goal striving “constitutes an imperative of 
purpose.” He emphasizes that “the human brain cannot sustain purposeless 
living.” Goal striving and positive aff ect independently contribute to the sense 
that life is meaningful. Th e absence of adequate goals or the blocking of major 
life goals may lead to feelings of meaninglessness, depression, and addiction.

Ryff ’s chapter in this volume (Chapter 11) is a good example of the inte-
grative approach because her theory of meaning and well-being incorpo-
rates humanistic and existential theories, psychosocial adaptive processes, 
and neurophysiological substrates. Th e defi nition of existential well-being or 
eudaimonic well-being emphasizes meaning, purpose, personal growth, and 
mastery. I have always considered the six dimensions of psychological well-
being (autonomy, environmental mastery, personal growth, positive relations 
with others, purpose in life, and self-acceptance) as the gold standard of well-
being because it is more comprehensive than subjective well-being. It is most 
interesting that her components of psychological well-being correspond to the 
components of personal meaning (Wong, 1998a).

Steger (Chapter 8, this volume) is correct in pointing out that “one prob-
lem with this body of research is that it has oft en accumulated in the absence 
of a unifying theoretical framework.” Wong’s complex dual-systems model 
(see Chapter 1, this volume) is an attempt to provide a comprehensive frame-
work that incorporates the large amount of research data related to the various 
dimensions of meaning. Th e dual-systems model also incorporates various 
theoretical perspectives in a coherent manner. 

Th e Personality Perspective

Maddi’s theory of hardiness (see Chapter 3, this volume) is rooted in the exis-
tential theory that emphasizes people’s quest for meaning in order to overcome 
existential anxiety about uncertainties and meaninglessness. A disposition 
toward hardiness consists of three components: challenge, control, and com-
mitment. Together, these three components enable people to cope with stress 
and maintain a sense of meaning in the face of adversity. 

Maddi focuses on adaptive cognitive-behavioral responses to ontologi-
cal threats in order to create a positive future. Meaning is created through 
creative problem solving, symbolization, imagination, and social support, 
thereby restoring a sense of meaning and well-being. Th e existential courage 
and decision to confront and experience uncertainty and threat are important 
for the experience of meaning. His approach further supports my contention 
that one cannot fully understand the meaning of life without considering the 
existential philosophical dimension.

According to McAdams (Chapter 5, this volume), there are three levels of 
personality: (a) dispositional traits, (b) characteristic adaptations, and (c) inte-
grative life stories, evolving in a complex social and cultural context. Meaning 
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making happens at all three levels of personality. Certain dispositional pro-
fi les, such as high levels of extraversion, conscientiousness, openness to expe-
rience, and low levels of neuroticism, tend to be associated with an overall 
feeling that life has meaning and purpose.

McAdams’s main focus, however, is on the narrative approach to discover-
ing the existential meaning of the human condition. Narrative construction 
allows for the examination and transformation of negative events into posi-
tives to make life meaningful. More important, it provides a framework that 
integrates the diff erent fragments of one’s life to produce a coherent narrative 
identity.

Wong (Chapter 1, this volume; see also in press-a, in press-b) has recently 
proposed that a meaning mindset may also serve as a powerful personality 
trait. Such individuals as Socrates, Mahatma Gandhi, and Martin Luther 
King, Jr., dedicated their lives to pursue an ideal, a mission, even when such 
pursuits put their lives at risk. Th is meaning-mindset hypothesis is especially 
relevant for developing a positive psychology for the suff ering masses, among 
them cancer patients and trauma victims. Frankl (1946/1985) managed to 
retain a strong sense of meaning in life and helped others to do so in Nazi 
concentration camps. Emmons (1999) makes the case that “growth is possible 
to the degree to which a person creates or fi nds meaning in suff ering, pain, 
and adversity” (p. 144).

Narrative Perspective

Apart from McAdams (Chapter 5, this volume), several other contribu-
tors, among them Sommer, Baumeister, and Stillman (Chapter 14, this vol-
ume) and Slattery and Park (Chapter 22, this volume), also favor a narrative 
approach. Reker, Birren, and Svensson (Chapter 18, this volume) discuss the 
importance of restoring meaning through autobiographical methods. Th ey 
report on individuals’ ability to transform old meanings into new ones that 
enable them to achieve a broader and deeper understanding of themselves and 
of life. “One’s horizon expands along with the ability to see the bigger picture. 
One’s worldview undergoes reconstruction and expansion with a renewed 
sense of connectedness with self, with others, and with all living things.” 
Th eir chapter lends more credence to the deep-and-wide hypothesis of posi-
tive transformation.

Beike and Crone (Chapter 15, this volume) provide further support that 
a coherent life story helps make sense of life and “provides both temporal 
and causal explanations for events.” In addition, they point out that the 
story needs to be morally grounded as understood by the social context 
in which the story is situated. “These well-defined narratives place the 
self contextually in space and time and integrate the person’s life experi-
ence and self-concept, thereby providing a sense of a self with purpose 
(McAdams, 2006).” 
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The Relational Perspective

Aron and Aron’s chapter in this volume (Chapter 9) is important because 
it emphasizes that other people matter. Th eir relational theory is about the 
expansion of the self to the extent of self-transcendence through relation-
ships. Th eir chapter on love covers a wide variety of topics related to the 
centrality of relationships in meaningful living. Th eir self-expansion model 
encompasses two fundamental principles: (a) the motivational principle to 
expand one’s potential effi  cacy and (b) the inclusion-of-other-in-the-self 
principle to expand the self through relationships with others. “It is impor-
tant to see from another perspective why caring for others is central to 
meaning.”

Aron and Aron conclude that “caring for others is central to meaning.” 
Th ey provide an evolutionary account of the need for caring for something 
beyond our personal self: “Social units, whether families or businesses, small 
towns or whole countries (that is whether genetically related or not), tend to 
survive better if they emphasize cooperation, altruism, sharing, and the gen-
eral sense that the group is more important than the individual.”

An auxiliary of this general principle is that one can be “part of something 
very large and almost eternal,” which takes us to the mystical realm of religion 
and self-transcendence. In other words, spirituality, religion, myth making, 
and God are essential for meaningful living simply because they represent our 
need to serve and belong to something beyond ourselves. 

Chapter 12, by Kwee, represents a very diff erent theoretical approach to 
meaning of life. According to Buddhist psychology, what matters most is not 
what one can get from the world or whether one’s needs are met but what takes 
place on the inside. Th is quantum shift  of mindset calls for a spiritual awak-
ening or enlightenment, which enables the person to see life diff erently. It is 
through this radical inner transformation that one sees life as being mean-
ingful. Mindful meditation is a means to cultivate wisdom and compassion, 
which characterize the Buddhist vision of meaningful living. “Th us,” accord-
ing to Kwee, “from a Buddhist point of view meaning is derived from the 
compassion and empathic care for joyful relationships.”

Resilience and the Th reats to Meaning

In an ideal world, one needs to be concerned only with what is good and 
right. But in an imperfect world inhabited by imperfect people, we all have 
to cope with people problems, our own limitations, and predicaments inher-
ent in the human condition. Existential psychologists have long recognized 
such inherent threats to meaning of life as alienation, death anxiety, freedom, 
and meaninglessness (Yalom, 1980). Major life disruptions and traumas, 
especially sexual abuse and domestic violence, can also lead to the shatter-
ing of one’s assumptive world (Janoff -Bulman, 1992) and create a meaning 
crisis. Tomer (Chapter 10, this volume) and Wong (Chapter 28, this volume) 
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emphasize the importance of acceptance as an eff ective way to deal with death 
anxiety. In terms of the mechanisms, resilience also involves disengagement, 
reengagement, and goal adjustment, which create meaning in negative situa-
tions (Chapters 2, 15, and 27, this volume).

Wong (Chapters 1 and 28, this volume) explains that meaning-centered 
resilience strategy calls for practicing the ABCDE, which stands for accep-
tance, belief, commitment, discovery, and evaluation. Each of these compo-
nents is essential for adaptive success. Th e challenge for meaning researchers 
and practitioners is to transform negatives into positives, knowing the fact 
that the bad is stronger than the good (Baumeister  & Vohs, 2004). Wong’s 
dual-systems model (Chapter 1, this volume) is one of the several theoretical 
accounts of such a transformation. Wong postulates that (a) positive outcomes 
depend on self-regulation of the interactions between approach and avoid-
ance systems within a specifi c context and (b) optimal functioning depends 
on achieving an optimal balance between approach and avoidance systems. 
Th e dual-system also includes components of culture, personality traits, and 
mindful awareness.

Tedeschi and Calhoun (Chapter 25, this volume) emphasize that nega-
tive events can spur people on the road to growth and personal transfor-
mation. “So, in our growth toward meaningful, wise living, traumas can 
serve the purpose of the crystallization of discontent that Baumeister (1991) 
describes as provoking changes in meaning.” Th e key to posttraumatic 
growth (PTG) is the ability to reconstruct the assumptive world about the 
self and one’s life. Th is meaning-making ability allows one to create a new 
narrative that facilitates one’s positive change and growth. Th e discovery of 
new ways of perceiving life and negative events can lead to better adjust-
ment. According to Tedeschi and Calhoun, their “evolving model of PTG 
(Calhoun  & Tedeschi, 2006) emphasizes cognitive-emotional processes 
that require people who have suff ered trauma to navigate a diffi  cult path 
to rebuilding a shattered assumptive world.” Th is is consistent with Wong’s 
deep-and-wide hypothesis about the positive potentials of negative life 
events.

Sickness

Sickness, especially life-threatening illnesses, can trigger death anxiety and 
the quest for meaning. In her chapter on the role of meaning in coping with 
cancer, Park (Chapter 23, this volume) describes a study that shows that mean-
ing making results in higher levels of self-esteem, optimism, and self-effi  cacy. 
Park’s description of meaning systems resembles what I call a meaning 
mindset (Chapter 1, this volume): “Together, global beliefs and goals, and the 
resultant sense of life meaning, form individuals’ meaning systems. Meaning 
systems comprise the lens through which individuals interpret, evaluate, and 
respond to their experiences.”
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Park also points out, however, that meaning seeking and meaning mak-
ing may also result in distress. For example, rumination or developing a very 
negative view of life can lead to depression. Th is notion is similar to Peterson 
and Park’s (Chapter 13, this volume) fi nding of a negative correlation between 
search for meaning and character strengths. Such negative eff ects may refl ect 
bumps on the road in meaning seeking.

Aspinwall, Leaf, and Leachman (Chapter 21, this volume) demonstrate the 
importance of meaning attribution and personal responsibility in coping with 
cancer. For example, believing that God expects people to take responsibil-
ity for their own health leads to more health-promoting and disease-avoiding 
behaviors, whereas believing that cancer is God’s will increases the belief that 
cancer is inevitably fatal. Th eir study provides empirical support for the idea 
that even when we have no control over the bad things that happen to us, 
we can still have control over our attitude and beliefs (Frankl, 1946/1985). In 
short, to believe in our personal responsibility for achieving a positive out-
come can increase health-promoting behavior.

Aspinwall et  al. conclude that fi nding meaning from adverse situations 
contributes to both mental and physical well-being. More specifi cally, reli-
gious and spiritual beliefs and practices are thought to serve as a central com-
ponent of an individual’s general orienting system, which helps the individual 
understand, appraise, and derive meaning from stressful life events and ulti-
mately helps that individual decide how to react. Th eir conclusion provides 
further support to the two general principles that (a) self-transcendence is a 
key ingredient of a meaningful life and (b) fi nding meaning is a key ingredient 
of resilience. 

Wrosch et al. (Chapter 24, this volume) emphasize the importance of dis-
engagement and reengagement in self-regulation when the original goals 
become unattainable and one’s sense of meaning is threatened. Subjective 
well-being depends not only on the pursuit of a meaningful goal but also on 
the ability to reinvest one’s energy in an alternative goal when the original 
goal is repeatedly blocked. Trying a diff erent pathway and switching to an 
alternative life goal both represent the deep-and-wide coping strategy.

Aging

Th e inevitability of aging and death poses a unique challenge to the task of 
meaningful living. Th is inevitability is no longer just a matter of overcom-
ing situational stress because it has to do with the global stress of human 
existence. Once again we are confronted with an existential crisis that can be 
resolved only through meaning making and transcendence.

Krause (Chapter 19, this volume) points out that research suggests “mean-
ing making is a lifelong process that is important at every point in the life 
course.” He concludes that people who have a deep sense of meaning in life 
enjoy better mental and physical health than do individuals who have not 
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been able to fi nd meaning in life. Krause defi nes meaning in terms of val-
ues, purpose, goals, and the ability to reconcile the past. He adds an existen-
tial layer to the defi nition of meaning: “Although clearly linked to values, a 
sense of purpose is conceptually distinct. It has to do with believing that one’s 
actions have a set place in the larger order of social life and that one’s behavior 
fi ts appropriately into a larger, more important social whole.” In other words, 
purpose implies that one’s cherished values and goals are chosen according to 
one’s worldviews and life orientation. 

A goal not only inspires what Frankl calls “will to meaning” but also evokes 
commitment to a plan of actions. “A goal or plan instills the belief that no 
matter how bleak things may seem at the moment, there is still a way to get 
through these diffi  culties; and, further, that if these goals or plans are exe-
cuted faithfully, hard times will eventually subside.” His fi ndings are clearly 
supportive of the effi  cacy of Wong’s ABCDE coping strategy. He also recog-
nizes the need for social support; family members and close friends can help 
restore a sense of meaning in life in older adults by reminders that it is still 
possible to pursue cherished values with commitment and dedication.

Reker and Wong (Chapter 20, this volume) present a research program on 
healthy aging. Th ey compared successful and unsuccessful agers in institu-
tions and the community on a variety of well-being measures. Th eir chapter 
highlights the pivotal role of meaning in psychosocial adjustment to aging. 
Th ey found that both meaning and spirituality are associated with successful 
aging.

Dying

Becker (1973) emphasizes the terror of death because of the human capac-
ity to foresee one’s demise. Research supporting terror management theory 
(Pyszczynski, Greenberg,  & Solomon, 2002) demonstrates how the uncon-
scious motive to defend against this terror can lead to violence and aggression. 
Similarly, Peterson (1999) observes that a strong commitment to religious 
beliefs and meaning systems, when threatened, can lead to evil and violence. 
Tomer (Chapter 10, this volume) and Wong (Chapter 28, this volume) empha-
size the importance of acceptance as an eff ective way to deal with death anxi-
ety. Tomer’s chapter is an excellent resource on how people ascribe diff erent 
meanings or values to death and how meaning infl uences diff erent death 
attitudes as measured by Wong, Reker, and Gesser (1994). More specifi cally, 
Tomer concludes that viewing death as meaningful was related to less fear of 
the unknown, whereas viewing death as purposeless was related to greater 
fear of the unknown. 

Meaning-Centered Interventions

Wong (Chapter 28, this volume) summarizes the main contributions of logo-
therapy and presents the latest developments of integrative meaning-centered 
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therapy. He stresses that meaning therapy serves the dual function of heal-
ing what is broken and bringing out what is good and right about individu-
als. Aft er describing the defi ning characteristics of the meaning approach, he 
introduces PURE and ABCDE as the two major meaning-based intervention 
strategies to facilitate healing and personal growth. 

Beike and Crone (Chapter 15, this volume) highlight the temporal dimen-
sion of meaning in memory reconstruction. Negative or traumatic memories 
are persistent primarily because of the strength of their negative emotional 
content, and they are more resistant to modifi cation or reconstruction than 
are positive memories. Healing of painful memories depends on allow-
ing emotions to fade and gaining a sense of closure. Upon recollecting such 
“closed memories,” people report discovering more insight and meaning from 
their memories. “An initially crushing blow can be seen as a meaningful turn-
ing point toward happiness if one can shed the emotion that narrows the vari-
ety of meanings that can be applied.”

Eff ective meaning-oriented interventions depend on understanding the 
cultural context. According to Slattery and Park (Chapter 22, this volume), a 
woman who has undergone trauma, for example, “needs to create a narrative 
that helps her develop coherent and consistent global and appraised mean-
ings that are understandable and consistent within her culture and context. 
Until she is able to create satisfying context-consistent resolutions between 
global and appraised meanings, she is likely to remain symptomatic (Gray 
et al., 2007).”

Slattery and Park emphasize the distinction between global meaning and 
appraised situational meaning as a motivation or an incentive for change. 
Examples are provided of how changes in global meaning, appraised mean-
ing, or behavior can facilitate positive change. Th is intervention makes use 
of the negative emotion of tension and unease to motivate positive change. 
Th ey point out that for problems that cannot be directly “repaired” or solved 
through behavioral change, as in sexual assault, illness, or death, meaning-
making eff orts are oft en most eff ective in facilitating positive change. 

Ventegodt and Merrick (Chapter 26, this volume) point out that a holis-
tic approach to meaning of life needs to balance between sexuality and sense 
of coherence. “Sexuality is oft en a quality ascribed to the body, and sense of 
coherence is oft en a quality ascribed to the spiritual dimension of human 
beings; by seeing these qualities as being heart-qualities, love and sexuality 
are transformed to something more whole and holy.”

In a holistic approach to therapy, which integrates the physical with the 
psychological and spiritual, meaning has emerged as an important element. 
During clinical interviews regarding the quality of life of the client, the 
authors emphasize the importance of recovering a sense of meaning in life 
and reestablishing one’s life mission to facilitate healing. Emphasis is also on 
the actual experience of being engaged in meaningful pursuits and using all 
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one’s resources and physical, mental, and spiritual potentials. Th is holistic 
consciousness-oriented approach “will help people become valuable not only 
to themselves but also to each other.”

Th e chapter by Shek (Chapter 16, this volume) represents a cross-cultural 
perspective of meaning. From his cross-sectional and longitudinal studies 
on Chinese students across socioeconomical statuses, he shows that purpose 
is not only positively correlated with psychological well-being and school 
adjustment but also negatively correlated with antisocial behavior and sub-
stance abuse. Th ese fi ndings emphasize the importance of meaning and pur-
pose in contributing to youth resilience in a Chinese population. He points 
out that adolescents with stronger endorsement of positive Chinese beliefs 
about adversity are more resilient. Another important aspect of his chapter 
is his conclusion that family functioning is related to adolescent meaning in 
life. Th us, for meaning and resilience in the Chinese adolescent population, 
perceived family functioning is important. 

Wong and Wong (Chapter 27, this volume) emphasize the role of meaning 
in resilience. Th ey defi ne resilience in terms of bouncing back and bouncing 
up beyond the baseline, citing the notion that what does not kill you can make 
you stronger. Th ey provide additional evidence on the deep-and-wide hypoth-
esis in eff ective coping with adversity. Reinforcing Shek’s fi ndings, Wong and 
Wong reiterate the need to take into account cultural context and family sys-
tems in meaning-oriented interventions.

Conclusions

I hope that this brief guided tour has not only given readers a sweeping view of 
the lay of the land but also revealed a bold new vision for the future of mean-
ing-oriented research and applications. Th e human quest for meaning is prob-
ably the best kept secret to the greatest human adventure—namely, that it has 
always been here, springing from the deepest yearnings of the human heart, 
confronting the mysteries, uncertainties, and fears of human existence, and 
pursuing dreams and ideals that know no boundaries. Th e never-ending quest 
for meaning and signifi cance has taken human race to the sublime heights 
of truth, goodness, and beauty, as well as to the hideous lows of atrocities, 
aggression, and oppression against fellow human beings (Frankl, 1946/1985; 
Peterson, 1999; Pyszczynski et al., 2002). Th e future of humanity hinges on 
understanding and harnessing the unlimited potentials of meaning seeking 
and meaning making.

Meaning research is a complex business. Th is volume shows that we need 
rigorous theoretical analysis, sophisticated research methods, and deep 
philosophical insight in order to understand the uniquely human capacity 
for meaning seeking and meaning making. No one theory or research para-
digm can discover the whole truth about meaningful living. Not even scien-
tifi c research can do justice to this ancient, universal, grand story of human 
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adventure, which reaches the deep recesses of unconsciousness and the mysti-
cal realms of spirituality. In meaning research, psychologists can benefi t from 
the great wisdoms and insights from philosophy, religion, and literature about 
the human striving to live fully, vitally, and authentically. Most of the chapters 
in this volume refl ect the benefi ts of cross-fertilization between science and 
humanities. 

Th ere is already extensive literature on the vital role of meaning in 
integrating various aspects of human needs and functions in the service 
of survival and fl ourishing (Wong  & Fry, 1998). In this revised edition, 
all chapters off er some new fi ndings or insights about the adaptive ben-
efi ts of meaning. Having a clear sense of meaning and purpose can not 
only pull us out of depression, misery, and anxiety but also give us the 
motivation, optimism, and strength we need to fl ourish. Steger’s chapter 
(Chapter 8, this volume) contains the most detailed information about the 
benefi ts of meaning. Klinger (Chapter 2, this volume) concludes that “goal 
pursuits infl uence most of an individual’s cognitive processing, emotional 
responses, and therefore consciousness as well as choices and overt actions. 
Goal striving appears also to form one of the main determinants of persons’ 
sense that their lives are meaningful.” Th us, the meaning advantage is that 
it is capable of both increasing well-being and decreasing psychopathology. 
Th e dominant message from this volume is that meaning is the foundation 
of positive psychology because it is the key component of positive aff ect, 
well-being, physical health, resilience, relationship, achievement, spiritual-
ity, successful aging, and dying well. 

Th is book will serve as a rich resource not only for researchers and clini-
cians but for all those seeking to make life better. I invite readers to make good 
use of this book in their own personal quest for meaning. I also challenge 
researchers and practitioners to discover the potential of a meaning mindset 
in transforming society and culture to create a social ecology conducive to 
human fl ourishing.
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What makes life worth living? Th is is probably the most important question 
ever asked in psychology because it is vitally related to human survival and 
fl ourishing. It is also a highly complex question with no simple answers to 
the extent that it touches all aspects of humanity—biological, psychological, 
social, and spiritual. Th us, only a holistic approach can provide a comprehen-
sive picture of meaningful living. To further complicate matters, every per-
son has his or her own ideas on what constitutes the good life. Many people 
believe that money is the answer; that is why money remains the most pow-
erful motivator in a consumer society. Others, especially those in academia, 
believe that reputation matters most. For those people living in abject poverty, 
heaven is being free from hunger. Given such individual diff erences in values 
and beliefs, is it even possible to provide general answers based on psychologi-
cal research?

Viktor Frankl (1946/1985) found a way to reconcile general principles with 
individual diff erences. On the one hand, he emphasized that it was up to each 
individual to defi ne and discover meaning in life; on other hand, he devoted 
most of his professional life trying to uncover the principles that could facil-
itate individuals’ quests for meaning. His main fi nding is that “the will to 
meaning” is the key to living a worthy and fulfi lling life regardless of personal 
preferences and circumstances (Frankl, 1946/1985; Chapter 28, this volume). 
Th e present chapter represents an extension of Frankl’s work in a more precise 
and empirically testable model.

Numerous psychological models have been proposed to account for mean-
ing in life. For example, the existential perspective tends to focus on learning 
to live with the dark side of the human condition, such as suff ering, meaning-
lessness, loneliness, and death, and creating meaning through one’s coura-
geous choices and creative actions (Sartre, 1990; Yalom, 1980). In contrast, 
positive psychology emphasizes positive experiences and emotions as the 
pillars of a worthwhile life (Seligman, 2002; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 
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2000). Th e dual-systems model provides a bridge between these two intellec-
tual traditions and integrates various streams of research relevant to the ques-
tion of the meaning of life. 

Th e dual-systems model attempts to address three important issues vital 
to developing a comprehensive psychological account of a meaningful life: (a) 
what people really want and how to achieve their life goals, (b) what people 
fear and how to overcome their anxieties, and (c) how people makes sense of 
the predicaments and paradoxes of life. Th e fi rst two issues are instrumental 
in nature, having to do with adaptive mechanisms, whereas the last issue is 
philosophical and spiritual in nature, having to do with how one makes sense 
of the self and one’s place in the world. Answers to the fi rst two issues depend 
on one’s philosophy of life.

What Do People Really Want? 

It is a truism that for life to be worth living, people need to enjoy living and feel 
satisfi ed that their needs and wants are met. Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy model 
posits that people need to meet all fi ve levels of needs in order to be self-actual-
ized. Peterson and Seligman (2004) propose that people want to live a life of plea-
sure, engagement, and meaning in order to live a really happy life. Baumeister 
(1991) emphasizes that meaning in life depends on purpose, effi  cacy, value, and 
self-worth. Based on implicit theory research, I directly asked people what they 
really wanted in order to live an ideal meaningful life if money were no longer an 
issue (Wong, 1998b). Based on numerous studies, I have found that the worthy 
life consisted of the following components: happiness, achievement, relationship, 
intimacy, religion, altruism, self-acceptance, and fair treatment. All the forego-
ing models implicitly assume that (a) we know that the various psychological 
needs are markers of the good life and (b) we know how to meet these needs. 

Unfortunately, we do not live in an ideal world with perfect justice, equal 
opportunities, and unlimited resources for all individuals to get what they want 
in life. Fate oft en intervenes, such as earthquakes and accidents, which totally 
disrupt one’s life. Another relevant issue is that we are not perfect. Most people 
do make mistakes and oft en derail their own best eff orts because of some such 
character defects as greed and blind ambition. At the end of their earthly jour-
ney, some people may discover that they have not really lived even though they 
were successful in realizing all their dreams and wishes. Finally, there is a philo-
sophical dimension. People need to refl ect on the big picture and learn to come 
to terms with such existential givens as sickness, aging, and death, which pose 
a constant threat to their dreams of a good life. Th ey also need to examine their 
own lives to make sure they do not spend a lifetime chasing aft er the wind.

What Do People Want to Avoid?

We do not need empirical proof that all people naturally avoid pain, suff er-
ing, and death. Similarly, we want to be free from deprivation, discrimination, 
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oppression, and forms of ill-treatment. We also shun rejection, opposition, 
defeat, failure, and all the obstacles that prevent us from realizing our dreams. 
We want to stay away from diffi  cult people who upset us and make our lives 
miserable. Finally, we all struggle with our own limitations—areas of weak-
nesses and defi ciencies. 

In addition to the foregoing litany of woes, we also need to be concerned 
with the existential anxieties inherent in the human condition (Yalom, 1980). 
No one really enjoys suff ering, but meaning in life depends on discovering the 
meaning of suff ering (Frankl, 1946/1985). Furthermore, our ability to achieve 
the good life depends on our effi  cacy in coping with stresses, misfortunes, and 
negative emotions. Th e dual-systems model not only recognizes the inevitable 
unpleasant realities of life but also specifi es the mechanisms of translating 
negativity into positive outcomes.

How Do People Make Sense of Life? 

People may not be able to articulate their philosophy of life, but they all pos-
sess one; for we all have assumptions, beliefs, values, and worldviews that help 
us make sense of our lives. Th e huge literature on attribution research suggests 
that people are both lay scientists and philosophers (e.g., Weiner, 1975; Wong, 
1991; Wong & Weiner, 1981). 

Our philosophy about what constitutes the good life can determine how 
we make choices and how we live. Th ose people who believe that the good life 
is to eat, drink, and be merry will spend their lives on the hedonic treadmill. 
Th ose who believe that the purpose of life is to serve God will devote their lives 
to fulfi lling God’s calling. 

Every philosophy of life leads to the development of a certain mindset—a 
frame of reference or prism—through which we make value judgments. For 
example, hedonism will contribute to a happiness-mindset that values positive 
experiences and emotions as most important for subjective well-being. Some of 
the widely used instruments of life satisfaction refl ect the happiness-mindset. 
For example, the well-known Subjective Well-Being Scale (SWBS) by Diener, 
Emmons, Larsen, and Griffi  n (1985) include such items as “My conditions of 
life are excellent” and “So far I have gotten the important things I want in life.”

In contrast, a eudaimonic philosophy (Aristotle, trans. 2004) is conducive 
to a meaning mindset that considers virtue as the key to fl ourishing. Th e joy 
of living comes from doing good. As a case in point, Jim Elliot died young as 
a missionary because he chose the path of self-sacrifi ce to serve God and oth-
ers: “He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose” 
(Elliot, 1989, p. 15). Mahatma Gandhi, who gave his life in the struggle for 
freedom for his country, wrote, “Joy lies in the fi ght, in the attempt, in the suf-
fering involved, not in the victory itself” (Attenborough, 2008, p. 3). A sense of 
life satisfaction can come from the defi ant human spirit of fi ghting with cour-
age and dignity. In Myth of Sisyphus, Albert Camus (1942/1991) concludes 
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that “the struggle itself toward the heights is enough to fi ll a man’s heart. One 
must imagine Sisyphus happy” (p. 123). Th is type of life satisfaction can best 
be measured by a psychological instrument that focuses on eudaimonic well-
being (Huta, 2009; Waterman, 2008). 

Why do I focus on the meaning mindset? For most people, life is full of 
hardships and struggles. A life of endless happiness without pain can only 
be achieved by reducing human beings to robots or brains connected to 
machines capable of delivering constant stimulation to the brain’s pleasure 
center. Even when individuals are successful beyond their wildest dreams, 
their lives are not exempt from physical pain and psychological suff ering. 
Moreover, a single-minded pursuit of personal happiness and success is not 
sustainable—eventually, it will lead to despair, disillusion, and other psycho-
logical problems (Schumaker, 2007). Th us, Schumaker advocates the creation 
of a society that will “attach greater value to the achievement of a meaningful 
life” (2007, p. 284). 

Th e meaning mindset focuses on the person (Maslow, 1962; Rogers, 1995) 
as meaning-seeking and meaning-making creatures. It also capitalizes on the 
human capacity for refl ection and awakening (Wong, 2007). Th e ability to 
refl ect on and articulate one’s worldview can facilitate positive changes. Th e 
meaning mindset also involves understanding the structure, functions, and 
processes of meaning (Wong, in press-a, in press-b). Without a personally 
defi ned meaning and purpose, individuals would experience life as being on a 
ship without a rudder. An enduring passion for living comes only from com-
mitment to a higher purpose. In short, a meaning mindset will facilitate the 
dual process of striving for authentic happiness and overcoming adversities. 

Th e Basic Postulates of the Dual-Systems Model

Th e basic tenets of logotherapy (Chapter 28, this volume) are applicable to 
the dual-systems model. Th e following postulates are specifi c to the dynamic 
interaction between positives and negatives (see Figure 1.1).

 1. In reality, positives and negatives oft en coexist. It is rare, if not 
impossible, to have purely positive or negative conditions (Chapters 
5, 7, 8, 11, 12, 14, 21, and 22, this volume). 

 2. Similar to the concept of yin and yang, every positive or negative ele-
ment contains a seed of its opposite. For example, one can be happy 
about a promotion but worried about the extra stresses involved. By 
the same token, one can feel sad about losing a job but feel happy 
that one can go back to school for retraining. Th us, a purely either–
or dichotomy is inadequate in capturing the complexities of human 
experiences. 

 3. Th e approach and avoidance systems coexist and operate in an 
interdependent fashion. Th e approach system represents appetitive 
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behaviors, positive aff ects, goal strivings, and intrinsic motivations. 
Th e avoidance system represents defensive mechanisms against nox-
ious conditions, threats, and negative emotions. Both systems need 
to interact with each other in order to optimize positive outcomes 
(Chapters 2, 7, and 11, this volume). In other words, neither system 
can function eff ectively all by itself over the long haul. For example, 
an appetitive system will eventually implode unless it is checked by 
the warning of risks and discomforts associated with overconsump-
tion. Th e approach and avoidance systems each involve diff erent 
emotional-behavioral processes and neurophysiological substrates. 
When the two systems work together in a balanced and cooperative 
manner, the likelihood of survival and fl ourishing is greater than 
when the focus remains exclusively on either approach or avoidance.

 4. Diff erent systems predominate in diff erent situations. In countries 
that enjoy peace and prosperity, the approach system predominates in 
everyday-life situations. However, in areas devastated by war or natu-
ral disaster, the avoidance system predominates. Yet no matter which 
system predominates, individuals are always better off  when they make 
good use of the two complementary systems. For example, even in des-
perate times of coping with excruciating pain and impending death, the 
joy of listening to beautiful music can make life worth living. 

 5. When a person is not actively engaged in approach or avoidance, the 
default or neutral stage is regulated by the awareness regulation sys-
tem. Th e Pavlovian orienting response (Pavlov, 1927/2003) is a good 
example of this eff ortless attention system. Mindful awareness is also 

A dual-systems model
Individual differences and personal resources

Positive
conditions

Negative
conditions

Positive
outcome

PURE
Approach

Avoidance
ABCDE

Cultural and contextual variables

Negative
outcome

Figure 1.1 Schematic of the key components and links in the dual-systems model.
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important because it is primarily concerned with being fully attuned 
to the here and now; as a result, it makes us open to new discoveries 
of the small wonders and miracles of being alive. 

 6. Meaning plays a pivotal role in the dual-systems model. Meaning is 
involved in life protection as well as life expansion, thereby contrib-
uting to enhancing well-being and health and buff ering against nega-
tives (Chapters 7, 8, and 20, this volume). 

 7. Self-regulation systems are shaped by individual diff erences, per-
sonal resources, and cultural or contextual variables (Chapters 2, 7, 
11, 20, 21, and 22, this volume).

A Description of the Dual-Systems Model

Individual Differences

How we make sense of the environment and respond to various situations 
refl ect individual diff erences. Th e Big Five personality factors (McCrae & 
Costa, 1987) are relevant; for example, openness is related to mindful aware-
ness, and conscientiousness is related to responsible actions. One’s mindset is 
relevant to making value judgments. Th e story one lives by can also make a 
diff erence (Chapters 5, 14, and 18, this volume). Finally, individual diff erences 
in psychological resources may aff ect effi  cacy in coping with the demands of 
life (Wong, 1993).

Culture and Cultural Context

Both personality and adaptation eff orts are shaped by cultural contexts 
(Chapter 16, this volume; Wong & Wong, 2005). Cultural infl uence is espe-
cially strong in shaping our perception, thinking, and meaning construction 
(Bruner, 1990; Shweder, 1991). In fact, the complete process from antecedent 
conditions to outcomes can be infl uenced by culture. What is positive and 
negative are shaped by cultural norms. It is not possible to understand the 
good life apart from various contextual factors. Recently, Sheldon (2009) also 
proposed a multilevel model of human fl ourishing involving biological and 
cognitive levels of the persons within supportive social contexts and cultures. 
Similarly, DelleFave (2009) emphasized that optimal experiences vary accord-
ing to cultural contexts and meaning making. 

Antecedent Conditions

Positive and negative conditions tend to overlap. Th e overlapping area indi-
cates ambiguous or neutral conditions in which there is no urgent need for 
either approach or avoidance. Th ere are no purely positive or negative condi-
tions, however; for even at the extreme positive or negative end, elements of 
the opposite may still exist. In fact, the model posits that some negativity is 
not only inevitable but also benefi cial for our well-being over the long haul. 
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For instance, it never hurts to remind ourselves of the fragility and fi nitude of 
life and be aware of the risks of overconfi dence and greed. 

Outcomes

Positive outcomes result from successful adaptations. Th ey include states of 
satisfaction, success, personal growth, and meaning fulfi llment. Positive out-
comes are accompanied by such positive emotions as happiness, satisfaction, 
and relief. Positive outcomes have the capacity of reinforcing behaviors that 
precede them.

Negative outcomes represent ineff ective or unsuccessful adaptations. Th ey 
include states of deprivation and frustration. Th ey are accompanied by such 
aversive and negative emotions as anger and anxiety.

Positive and negative outcomes overlap because there is oft en a downside 
for every gain, and an upside for every loss. Th e dual-system also posits that a 
balanced attitude is better than being carried away by the ecstasy of success or 
dragged down to the abyss by defeat. 

The Approach System

Th e approach system predominates when conditions are positive. More spe-
cifi cally, the positive-approach system seeks to do what is pleasant, engaging, 
meaningful, and what contributes to growth and life expansion. It includes 
all the appetitive aspects of life, among them consummatory behaviors, 
incentive motivation, pursuit of happiness and success, and all positive moti-
vations.  Th e positive system not only provides the energies and goals for a 
purpose-driven life but also generates positive emotions that make one feel life 
is worth living. Positive experiences and emotions come from both intrinsic 
and extrinsic motivations. Intrinsic motivation includes the striving for com-
petence, creativity, justice, doing good, and experiencing the “fl ow.” Extrinsic 
motivations include positive feelings of goal attainment and the rewards that 
come from success. Th e dual-systems model emphasizes the value of pursuing 
a higher purpose as the main pathway to meaningful living. Limiting one’s 
goals to fulfi lling one’s physical desires or misguided selfi sh ambitions may 
lead to transitory happiness and may even result in regression and unhappi-
ness (Chapters 4, 7, 9, 14, 15, 21, and 22, this volume).

Th e avoidance system intersects with the approach system at three junc-
tures. First, even before embarking on the pursuit of a life goal, individuals 
always face elements of apprehension and fear of failure that may trigger an 
avoidance tendency. Second, individuals might encounter a setback or oppo-
sition in the process of striving toward a goal. Th ird, once a goal is achieved, 
the outcome might not be 100% positive. Success may create a backlash, invite 
a storm of criticisms, or lead individuals to a sense of disillusion and disap-
pointment. Such interactions with negativity can be employed to increase wis-
dom and resilience for meaningful living. 
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Th e positive system can facilitate the avoidance system in at least four ways. 
First, maintaining a hopeful and positive attitude can reduce the threat of 
negative conditions. Second, a strong-approach response in spite of anxiet-
ies can reduce the avoidance tendency. Th ird, positive outcomes of success 
can lead to a reappraisal of the negative condition as less threatening. Finally, 
discovering the benefi ts and positive meanings of setbacks can reduce the 
adverse eff ects of negative outcomes. 

The PURE Model 

PURE represents the four ingredients that defi ne meaning: Purpose, 
Understanding, Responsible Action, and Enjoyment or Evaluation. (see 
Chapter 28, this volume, for a more detailed explanation). PURE adds a mean-
ing perspective to approach-oriented activities. Th is extra layer of meaning 
enables us to become aware of what we are striving for and thus avoid blindly 
pursuing things that will destroy us in the end. A clear sense of purpose and 
signifi cance can also increase the motivation for goal striving (Wong, 1998a).

Purpose: The Motivational Component Purpose is the most important com-
ponent in the meaning structure because it serves several functions as the 
engine, the fuel, and the steering wheel. Purpose includes goals, directions, 
incentive objects, values, aspirations, and objectives and is concerned with 
such questions as these: What does life demand of me? What should I do 
with my life? What really matters in life? A purpose-driven life is an engaged 
life committed to pursuing a preferred future. Purpose determines one’s life 
direction and destiny. A meaning mindset increases the likelihood that one’s 
life purpose is consistent with one’s life calling and highest values. 

Klinger (Chap. 2, p. 31, this volume) emphasizes that 

the human brain cannot sustain purposeless living. It was not designed 
for that. Its systems are designed for purposive action. When that is 
blocked, they deteriorate, and the emotional feedback from idling 
those systems signals extreme discomfort and motivates the search for 
renewed purpose, renewed meaning. Th is accounts for Viktor Frankl’s 
(1946/1963; 1969) observation of a will to meaning.

Understanding: The Cognitive Component Understanding encompasses cog-
nitive activities, a sense of coherence, making sense of situations, understand-
ing one’s own identity and other people, and eff ectively communicating and 
building relationships. It is concerned with such questions as these: What 
has happened? What does it mean? How do I make sense of the world? What 
am I doing here? Who am I? A life with understanding is a life with clar-
ity and coherence. Weinstein, Ryan, and Deci (Chap. 4, p. 92, this volume) 
emphasize self-knowledge: “In short, to fi nd true meaning, individuals must 
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get to know who they truly are—that is, know what is valuable and impor-
tant to them—and act in accord with that knowledge.” According to Steger 
(Chapter 8, this volume), the cognitive component of meaning in life refers to 
the understandings of who we are, what the world is like, and how we fi t in. 
People oft en depend on narratives to make sense of life; Sommer, Baumeister, 
and Stillman (Chap. 14, p. 299, this volume) suggest that their fi ndings “reveal 
that the construction of narratives provides individuals with an opportunity 
to restructure events in memory in ways that refl ect positively on the self and 
add a sense of coherence and stability.”

Responsible Action: The Behavioral Component Responsible action includes 
appropriate reactions and actions, doing what is morally right, fi nding the 
right solutions, making amends. It is concerned with such questions as these: 
What is my responsibility in this situation? What is the right thing to do? 
What options do I have? What choices should I make? A worthy life is based 
on the responsible exercise of human freedom and personal agency. Frankl 
(1946/1985) emphasizes the need to be aware of the demand of each situation. 
A meaning mindset will predispose individuals to do what is right and behave 
responsibly in the face of pressures and temptations. 

Evaluation: The Emotional or Evaluative Component Evaluation includes 
assessing the degree of satisfaction or dissatisfaction in a given situation or in 
life as a whole. It is concerned with such questions as these: Have I achieved 
what I set out to do? Am I happy with how I have lived my life? If this is love, 
why am I still unhappy? A meaningful life is based on refl ection and self-
evaluation. A strong sense of dissatisfaction will likely trigger the quest for 
meaning and activate the PURE model one more time. A meaningful life is a 
happy and fulfi lling life, even when the process of searching for meaning may 
be unpleasant and costly. Happiness is an inherent component of meaning 
because satisfaction fl ows naturally from what is meaningful and virtuous. 
If we have truly implemented the previous three steps of P, U, and R, then 
the inevitable consequence is to enjoy a sense of purpose, signifi cance, and 
happiness.

Well-being not only refl ects healthy functioning and happiness (Ryan & 
Huta, 2009) but also serves as an evaluative function in the self-determination 
process (Ryan, Huta, & Deci, 2008). According to King and Hicks (Chap. 6, 
pp. 135–136, this volume), “Experiences that bring us joy are likely to be those 
experiences that make our lives meaningful.”

The Avoidance System

Th e avoidance regulation system encompasses the tendency to avoid pain and 
overcome adversities. It involves the primitive fi ght-or-fl ight or freeze cop-
ing responses, unconscious defense mechanisms, as well as intentional coping 
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endeavors. Th e system also includes warning signals that protect individuals 
from potential threats and things that are wrong in their lives. Paradoxically, 
existential anxieties are important to spur us on to living vitally and authenti-
cally. Accepting the growth potentials of negative conditions can strengthen 
the approach system (Chapters 7, 10, 15, 24, and 27, this volume). 

Some individuals prefer to bury their heads in the sand in avoidance and 
denial. Th ey may also resort to drugs or other addictions and distractions to 
shield themselves from the painful realities of life (Chapter 26, this volume). 
Th ey may try to devote all their time and energy to pursuing instant happiness 
with quick fi xes, but such eff orts are doomed to failure because the reality of 
existential and situational problems eventually catches up to them and blows 
up in their faces. Th e approach system can help strengthen these individuals 
through the following pathways:

 1. Th e motivation to overcome a solvable negative condition can add 
to the positive motivation of approach, resulting in stronger motiva-
tion. For example, the motivation to avoid failure can augment the 
desire to achieve success.

 2. Problem-solving behaviors can increase the likelihood of achieving 
positive outcomes. 

 3. Th e process of struggling to overcome a very stressful situation will 
increase resilience and build character strengths (Chapters 5, 10, 11, 
24, and 27, this volume). 

 4. When a problem is totally unsolvable and beyond one’s control, 
then one seeks to transform and transcend the situation through 
the ABCDE strategy (to be explained later). Th is process typically 
involves some kind of self-transformation and strengthening of 
one’s belief and value systems. Th e ability to transcend unsolvable 
life problems and existential givens will increase one’s capacity to 
cope with life demands (Chapters 5, 7, 8, 10, 18, 21, 24, and 26, this 
volume). 

Th e human story is one of tenacious and heroic struggles; otherwise, the 
human race would not have survived for so long. It has been said that neces-
sity is the mother of invention, or frustration is the father of creativity. It has 
also been said that what does not kill you makes you stronger—a statement 
originally made by Friedrich Nietzsche and popularized by Viktor Frankl. 
Th us, negative experiences and negative aff ects can be energizing and life 
expanding. 

ABCDE: The Transformative Process

Th e ABCDE intervention strategy is the main tool in dealing with negative 
life experiences in situations of unavoidable suff ering. Totally diff erent from 
the ABCDE sequence involved in the rational-emotive therapy process (Ellis, 
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1962, 1987), this present ABCDE is similar to acceptance and commitment 
therapy in its emphasis on commitment to adaptive action rather than cor-
recting one’s thinking. Simply put, ABCDE stands for Acceptance, Belief and 
affi  rmation, Commitment to specifi c goals or actions, Discovering the mean-
ing and signifi cance of self and situations, and Evaluation of the outcome 
and enjoying the positive results. Th ese components generate corresponding 
principles:

 1. Accept and confront the reality—the reality principle.
 2. Believe that life is worth living—the faith principle.
 3. Commit to goals and actions—the action principle.
 4. Discover the meaning and signifi cance of self and situations—the 

Aha! principle.
 5. Evaluate the foregoing—the self-regulation principle.

ABCDE is essential for insolvable problems, but it is also helpful in cop-
ing with problems that are within one’s control. For example, the wisdom of 
accepting one’s limitations and defi ciencies can provide relief from unnec-
essary anxieties and enable one to choose a career that capitalizes on one’s 
strengths.

Meaning-Based Self-Regulation Systems

Both PURE and ABCDE are meaning-based self-regulation systems. People 
make sense of their situations and then decide on their reactions. Furthermore, 
they evaluate their progress in their eff orts to achieve positive goals or over-
come negative conditions. Self-regulatory feedback enables individuals to 
adjust their strategies and reset their goals. Disillusion and depression will 
set in when individuals persist in pursuing a career goal for which they do not 
have the necessary talents. Positive systems may also come to a crushing halt 
when disaster strikes, such as being diagnosed with terminal cancer. In such 
cases, negative systems are needed to make the necessary changes in order to 
adapt to the new reality.

Individuals who are exposed only to positive outcomes and positive condi-
tions tend to be locked in an upward spiral until they implode. Such individu-
als tend to lose their sense of reality and do not know when to stop. Th ey are 
also ill prepared for obstacles because they have not had the opportunity to 
develop suffi  cient inner strength to cope with adversities. Th e downward spi-
ral refers to the vicious cycle of avoidance leading to more avoidance. Repeated 
exposure to negative events may make people overvigilant and fearful. Th ese 
predictions are based on the dual-systems model as schematized in Figure 1.2. 

Hypotheses Based on the Dual-Systems Model

Th e dual-systems model affi  rms that one can still squeeze out meaning and 
satisfaction from negative situations, which people instinctively avoid, but 
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also guards against the excesses and pitfalls in the sole pursuit of success and 
happiness. According to this model, decision making is a dialectic process of 
managing paradoxes and dilemmas. For example, when one’s energy is taken 
up with denying and avoiding death, one may miss out on the opportunities 
and challenges of living a vital and fulfi lling life. Th e paradox is that one can 
live fully only by accepting death. A balanced vibrant life will result from the 
process of managing optimal negative–positive interactions in each situation. 
What is optimal depends not only on situational demands but also on the cri-
terion measure. For example, if one is interested in enhancing subjective well-
being, then a high level of positivity is preferred (Fredrickson, 2009). However, 
if one is interested in developing resilience, then a high level of negativity may 
be necessary (Frankl, 1946/1985; Wong, 2009b). 

Th e following hypotheses can provide a rich and comprehensive account of 
what makes life worth living. Th ese hypotheses also have the heuristic value 
of generating new ideas for research and application. 

Mindful Awareness Hypothesis

Th e mindful awareness system is primarily concerned with the self- regulation 
of attention and emotional reactions while we are not actively engaged in 
approach or avoidance activities (Chapter 12, this volume). By focusing on 
what is happening while it is happening, we become more attuned to the 
immediate environment. Mindful awareness clears your mind so that you can 
hear and see more clearly (Chapter 4, this volume). Mindful awareness is like 
a master regulation system that monitors what is going on in all waking hours. 
It explores and appraises situations with equanimity. 

A dual-systems model
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Mindful awareness consists of the following components: openness, com-
passion, empathy, acceptance, and nonjudgment (OCEAN; Siegel, 2007). It 
is hypothesized that any exercise, meditation, or personal development that 
enhances mindful awareness will decrease negative reactivity and increase 
positive reactivity, thereby increasing one’s capacity to cope and enjoy life. 

Openness We know that openness to new experiences is an adaptive person-
ality trait because it opens up more opportunities for learning and personal 
growth. Openness allows you to be aware of things that you want to avoid 
because of past experiences or cultural biases (Chapters 12 and 15, this vol-
ume). Openness also makes it more likely that we will discern our responsibil-
ity to the situation (Frankl, 1946/1985). More important, by being mindful of 
what is happening here and now, we may be surprised by joy.

Compassion Th e literature has made it abundantly clear that others matter 
and that relationships are key to meaning and happiness (Chapters 4, 11, and 
16, this volume). Th e literature also emphasizes the importance of altruism 
and caring for others as essential for the well-being of individuals and human-
ity as a whole (Chapters 9, 11, and 13, this volume). A compassionate per-
son seeks to understand without prejudice or hostility what other people are 
saying (Chapter 12, this volume). In meaning research, self-transcendence or 
altruism is one of the main avenues to meaning (Wong, 1998b). Th e essential 
ingredient for positive relationships and altruism is compassion (Chapters 9 
and 18, this volume). In a broader sense, compassion means being kind to all 
living things as well as to oneself. Compassion enables one to be willingly 
vulnerable in order to reach out to help others. 

Empathy Empathy is related to compassion. We are neurologically pro-
grammed to feel other people’s emotions. Empathy can also be cultivated by 
recognizing the universality of existential concerns and human problems. All 
human beings struggle with predicaments of loneliness, meaninglessness, and 
fear of death. Empathy allows us to be emotionally and relationally attuned to 
the people we interact with on a day-to-day basis (Chapters 12, 18, and 19, this 
volume). Without empathy, we would not be able to bridge the gaps between 
people. 

Acceptance Acceptance is the key to all three regulation systems. For the 
approach system, we need to accept the limitations of our own abilities and 
resources before setting life goals. In the avoidance system, we need to accept 
the reality of negative events that cannot be avoided. According to ABCDE, 
acceptance is the fi rst necessary step to recovery and healing. In mindful 
awareness, acceptance also means that we recognize the inevitable presence 
of negative thoughts and negative emotions (Chapter 12, this volume). Th is 
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mental preparedness to accept and confront negativity reduces unnecessary 
suff ering and makes it more likely for us to devote our energy toward pro-
ductive work. Without acceptance, we would have to spend a great deal of 
time and energy defending ourselves against inevitable negative emotions, 
thoughts, and experiences (Chapter 10, this volume). In fact, the wisdom of 
acceptance is one of the main ingredients of tragic optimism (Wong, 2009b). 

Nonjudgment A nonjudgmental attitude is related to the previous four ele-
ments of mindful awareness. Nonjudgment does not mean that we suspend 
our cognitive function of appraising whether or not a situation or person is 
dangerous or harmful, nor does it mean that we lose our moral sense of dis-
criminating between right and wrong (Chapters 12 and 15, this volume). It 
does mean, however, that at the initial orienting phase we attempt to see and 
hear what is actually happening without the blinkers of our own biases. When 
we are fi rst exposed to a situation or a new person, we should observe with 
mindful awareness and without judgment. Th is is the most rational and help-
ful way for us to have a sense of what is going on before forming judgment 
with respect to adaptive implications and potentials of meaning.

Our ability to make life worth living is compromised when we (a) focus 
exclusively on the negative aspects of life; (b) focus exclusively on the posi-
tive aspects of life (Baumeister, 1989; Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenhaur, & 
Vohs, 2001; Oettingen & Mayer, 2002); and (c) ignore the “neutral resting” 
state, a state wherein one is not actively engaged in problem solving or goal 
striving (Mason et al., 2007). In the resting state, the mind is relaxed, open, 
exploratory, and orienting to new stimuli but is still responding to whatever 
happens while it is happening. Mindfulness exercises also help the mind to 
remain focused and calm, thus reducing agony and over-reactions (Shapiro, 
Schwartz, & Santerre, 2002; Siegel, 2007). 

The Duality Hypothesis

Most people in positive psychology recognize the positive potential of nega-
tive events. For example, character strengths and fulfi llment oft en involve 
overcoming adversities (Chapters 13, 23, and 25, this volume). Th e duality 
hypothesis posits that optimal outcomes depend on the interaction between 
the approach and avoidance systems. A number of studies can be conducted to 
test the duality hypothesis, namely, that a combination of positive and nega-
tive interventions is more likely to yield better outcomes than either positive 
or negative methods alone. For example, asking people to write about their 
pleasant and unpleasant life events should lead to more mental health ben-
efi ts than asking them to write only about either positive or negative events. 
Similarly, enhancing one’s strengths and correcting one’s weaknesses will lead 
to greater improvement than focusing on only strengths or only weaknesses. 
According to the duality hypothesis, we should move beyond pitching the 
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positive against the negative. Th e future of positive psychology should focus 
on how to make positives and negatives work together to yield optimal results 
(Wong, in press-a).

The Deep-and-Wide Hypothesis

Most psychologists do not realize the full extent of adaptive potentials from 
confronting and overcoming negative conditions. My research has identifi ed 
at least four ways whereby frustration can contribute to adaptive success and 
personal growth (Wong, 1979, 1995).

 1. Setbacks or failure can arouse an individual or team members to give 
their all in order to achieve success.

 2. Desperation can lead to ingenuity and resourcefulness. When 
confronted with a seemingly intractable problem, people tend to 
dig deeper into their inner resources and come up with ingenious 
solutions.

 3. Prolonged frustration can result in a broader search for alternatives 
and a major change of life direction.

 4. Th e experience of overcoming progressively more diffi  cult tasks or 
enduring increasing levels of frustration can result in higher frus-
tration tolerance or a higher breaking point. We can learn gener-
alized behavioral persistence and fl exibility in the face of setbacks 
and adversity through intermittent reinforcement schedules (Amsel, 
1992; McCuller, Wong, & Amsel, 1976; Wong, 1995, 2006). 

Th e behavioral mechanisms in various stages of coping with frustration 
can become the basis for learned dispositions or character traits. Empirical 
evidence and practical implications of dispositional learning can be found in 
Amsel (1992) and Wong (1995). Th ese fi ndings are important for developing 
resilience in children as well as in adults. 

The Breaking-Point Hypothesis

Both the duality hypothesis and the deep-and-wide hypothesis imply the 
existence of a breaking point beyond which negativity is no longer benefi -
cial. For example, when the desire to avoid failure becomes overwhelming, 
avoidance will replace approach rather than enhance it. Similarly, when the 
deep-and-wide coping strategy fails to improve the condition, learned help-
lessness will set in (Wong, 1979, 1995, 2006). Although everyone has a break-
ing point, individuals can vary a great deal in how much they can tolerate 
before they become helpless. McCuller, Wong, and Amsel (1976) have shown 
that through progressive-ratio training, one can greatly increase the amount 
of frustration animals can tolerate. Th is fi nding is also relevant to humans. 
Wong (2009a) has made the case that Chinese people’s capacity for endurance 



18 • Th e Human Quest for Meaning

comes from their personal and national history of having to endure and over-
come hardships. Learned optimism depends on both a high breaking point 
and explanatory styles (Peterson, 2000; Selgiman, 1990).

Seery, Holman, and Silver (2010) have documented that a history of moder-
ate amount of adversity leads to better mental health than either a high his-
tory or no history of adversity. Th e U-shaped quadratic relationship between 
adversity and well-being can be predicted by the breaking-point hypothesis. 
What does not kill us makes us stronger only when the adversity does not 
reach the breaking point. An examination of individual data of the Seery et al. 
study may reveal that some individuals may still enjoy good mental health 
even aft er a large amount of prior exposure to adversity. 

The Meaning-Mindset Hypothesis

Mindset refers to one’s overarching motivations and worldviews. Th e mean-
ing mindset focuses on the person (Maslow, 1962; Rogers, 1995) as meaning-
seeking and meaning-making creatures. It also capitalizes on the human 
capacity for refl ection and awakening (Wong, 2007). It is built on the PURE 
principle. An enduring passion for living comes from commitment to a higher 
purpose. Understanding refers to making sense of the self, life, and one’s place 
in the world, as well as the mysteries of life. Th e ability to articulate one’s 
worldview and assumptions enables us to make positive changes. A sense of 
responsibility ensures that the individual will behave as an instrumental and 
moral agent. Joy comes from living meaningfully and authentically, relatively 
free from circumstances and fl eeting emotions.

A meaning mindset also means living a balanced life because meaning 
comes from several sources, among them achievement, relationships, altru-
ism, spirituality, and justice (Wong, 1998b, 2011). Th e challenge is to provide 
both road signs and practical tools for individuals to facilitate their quest for 
personal transformation and fulfi llment. 

All great reformers, visionaries, or missionaries—for example, Mohandas 
Gandhi, Martin Luther King, Jr., Mother Teresa, and Hudson Taylor—have a 
meaning mindset rather than a happiness mindset. If we could teach people to 
embrace a meaning mindset, then our society would be better. Th e main pre-
diction is that individuals who choose a meaning orientation are more likely 
to experience eudaimonic happiness but less hedonic happiness. Furthermore, 
they are more likely to be resilient because suff ering becomes more bearable 
when we suff er for a cause.

Th e meaning mindset is of fundamental importance because it refl ects 
one’s philosophy of life, ultimate concern, core values, and worldview and is 
the overarching motivation in one’s life. Th is mindset is related to character 
strengths, personal meaning, passion for excellence, moral judgment, altru-
ism, volunteerism, business ethics, religiosity, spirituality, prosocial behaviors, 
resilience, and all kinds of good things that make life worth living. Training in 
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developing meaning mindset can also serve as an educational tool to combat 
addiction, violence, and other antisocial behaviors. 

For idealists who embrace a meaning mindset, the good life lies in the 
heroic struggle to realize an ideal. Th eir life satisfaction is beyond pleasure 
and pain; it is beyond success and failure. Th e meaning mindset makes sense 
of the self and one’s place in life throughout the ups and downs of the path 
one has chosen. Life satisfaction is based not on calculating the ratio between 
positives and negatives but on beliefs, values, and a whole-hearted dedication 
to a worthy mission, regardless of the outcome. 

We can also predict that meaning-minded individuals are more likely to 
be motivated by intrinsic rather than extrinsic motivations (Chapter 4, this 
volume) and by commitment to long-term missions (Chapter 8, this volume). 
Krause (Chap. 19, p. 426, this volume) explains why a meaning mindset is 
important for persistence and resilience:

Having a sense of purpose in life and goals to pursue helps people deal 
with adversity by enhancing their sense of hope or optimism. A goal 
or plan instills the belief that no matter how bleak things may seem at 
the moment, there is still a way to get through these diffi  culties, and if 
these goals or plans are executed faithfully, hard times will eventually 
subside.

Conclusion

Th e 21st century may be called a century of meaning in which people are 
struggling to recover a sense of meaning and purpose in the midst of inter-
national terrorism and the global fi nancial meltdown. Th e creation of a new 
world order and a more cooperative and humane society will demand a 
grassroots campaign to educate people about the importance of responsible 
and purposeful living. In this endeavor, this book is intended to provide the 
framework for meaning-based education.

In an age of anxiety, Rachman (2011) suggests that for positive psychology 
to resonate with people, it needs to recognizes anxiety as an existential given 
and emphasize the human capacity for meaning transformation. Th e dual-
system model gets to the heart of the human struggle of trying to move for-
ward to achieve worthy life goals while attempting to overcome external and 
internal constraints that threaten to make life miserable and hopeless. Th e 
dual-systems model provides a conceptual framework to integrate both posi-
tive and negative psychology. Th e central message of the dual-systems model is 
that too much emphasis on either approach or avoidance can be maladaptive. 
Life surges forward, driven by the motivations to preserve and expand one-
self—two fundamental biological needs. Individuals can survive and fl ourish 
better when they manage to meet these basic needs through meaning-based 
self-regulations. Th e dual-systems model also integrates psychotherapy with 
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positive psychology in a comprehensive and coherent manner. Th e interactive 
dynamics of meaning processes not only address clients’ predicaments but 
also facilitate their quests for happiness. 
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“Felix aims for Honduras” went the newspaper headline. Felix, a Category 5 
hurricane, was a swirling mass of gases and vapors, but the headline imbued 
it with intentionality and purpose. Humans oft en ascribe these attributes to 
things that are uncontrolled and in motion. When ascribed to oneself, these 
attributes of intentionality and purpose are at the core of meaning in the sense 
of the word as used in this book.

Th e fundamental position of this chapter is that the search for meaning, 
as that has come to be understood in humanistic psychology, is an inexorable 
result of the way the human brain is organized. Lack or loss of meaning there-
fore inherently signals psychological deprivation or disorder. Moreover, the 
research area that has grown around the phenomenon of search for mean-
ing, while developing important contributions in a number of areas, parallels 
other research activities that proceed under diff erent names but that similarly 
probe facets of basic human nature. To an important degree, the language of 
research on the search for meaning can be mapped onto concept systems of 
other research traditions.

Th is chapter will proceed by fi rst examining what is meant by the search 
for meaning and then arguing that in the sense in which it is used here, the 
search for meaning is an inevitable outgrowth of human evolution. Th e chap-
ter then examines some important implications of this view with respect to 
both basic human functions and certain human disorders.

Th e Meaning of Meaning

Th e term meaning has been used in so many ways by philosophers, linguists, 
psychologists, and colloquial speakers that it is necessary to distinguish 
among them and to clarify how the term is used in this chapter. In doing 
so, I will make clear that in certain respects even apparently widely diff erent 
usages of the term are actually related, at least at their etymological roots.
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Etymology

Broadly speaking, there are two diff erent thrusts of the term meaning. One 
thrust focuses on intention (in the psychological sense, what an individual 
means to have happen) and the other on semantics (what a word means). In 
the words of Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary (1999), the fi rst defi -
nition of the verb to mean is “to have in the mind as a purpose: INTEND”; 
and the second defi nition is “to serve or intend to convey, show, or indicate: 
SIGNIFY” (p. 720). Similarly, the fi rst defi nition of the noun meaning is given 
as “the thing one intends to convey by language: PURPORT” or “the thing 
that is conveyed esp. by language: IMPORT”; and the second defi nition is 
“something meant or intended: AIM” (p. 712). Th ese two seemingly quite dif-
ferent meanings of the concept meaning are, however, rooted in a common 
etymological stem: Old High German meinen, “to have in mind” (p. 712). In 
modern German, meinen means “to think,” in the sense of to opine, but the 
modern German word Sinn carries the meanings of both semantic meaning 
(sense) and purpose.

Th is nesting of both senses of meaning in a single word is seemingly not 
restricted to a single narrow family of languages (German and English, par-
tially derived from German). Czech words for intend, mean, meaningful, pur-
pose, and sense contain the same common root mysl, meaning “mind.” Th e 
Italian intendere means “to understand” (i.e., to perceive meaning), “to hear,” 
“to think” (opine), and “to intend.” Th us, representatives of all three of the 
greatest language families of Europe—the Romance, the Germanic, and the 
Slavic—have the semantic fi eld around a single word or stem encompass both 
meaning as signifi er and meaning as intention. Th is dual function is appar-
ently also true in Chinese (Paul T. P. Wong, private communication).

Clearly, the two senses of meaning are related in numerous etymologies, as 
a result suggesting that meaning in the semantic sense is for humans bound 
up with intentionality and purpose. In this framework, the meaning of life, or 
the meaningfulness of a person’s life to that person, would then have some-
thing to do with purposes. What a word means depends at least in part on 
what the speaker intended to convey and on the motivational set of the lis-
tener. What a life means is what that life purposes.

Philosophical Analysis

Philosophy has a long tradition of analyzing the meaning of meaning (e.g., 
Johnson, 1987; Loewer & Rey, 1991). In much of that tradition, philosophers 
were concerned with relating language to the objective reality to which lan-
guage was presumed to refer. Furthermore, from Aristotle to Locke (Loewer & 
Rey, 1991) and on to Herbart’s theory of apperception (Herbart, trans. 1834), 
meaning has been understood to involve mental images or “ideas.” Th is 
understanding has a long and tortuous history, for the detailing of which this 
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chapter is not the appropriate place. Suffi  ce it to say here that modern phi-
losophers have tried to pin meanings of language to the recipients’ pragmatic 
experiences with the referents—a movement generally attributed to Peirce 
(Smith, 1978)—or to the way in which the language is used (e.g., Wittgenstein; 
Smith, 1978) or, recently, to the “intentional directedness of human under-
standing” (Johnson, 1987). Broadening the concept of meaning to things 
beyond language, including life and lives, Johnson (1987) makes a case that 
“meaning is a matter of human understanding, regardless of whether we are 
talking about the meaning of someone’s life, the meaning of a historical hap-
pening, or the meaning of a word or sentence” (p. 176). Here, again, we fi nd 
that the linguistic sense of meaning occupies the same semantic spectrum as 
its sense in the meaning of life.

To some degree consistent with Johnson’s emphasis on understanding, 
Joske (1974/1981) wrote that 

people who ask about the meaning of life … wish to know whether the 
world is the sort of place which justifi es and gives signifi cance to what 
might otherwise seem to be the drudgery of a typical human existence. 
In other words, they are asking whether or not the world confers deriva-
tive meaning upon life. (p. 250)

Joske subsequently raises the question of what diff erentiates a meaningful 
from a meaningless life. He suggests four “elements of the meaningless … 
worthlessness, pointlessness, triviality, and futility” (p. 252). It is important to 
note that the second element relates to having a purpose and the fourth relates 
to its realizability. Th e other two elements relate to the value of the goal: meri-
torious or not, and degree of importance. Th us, Joske has in eff ect defi ned the 
meaning of life in purposive terms.

Psychological Definitions—Conceptual and Operational

In one of the very few social psychological books devoted to the meaning of 
life, Baumeister (1991; see also Sommer & Baumeister, 1998) provides a defi ni-
tion that by its breadth can accommodate any other (and a good deal more!): 
Meaning involves “shared mental representations of possible relationships 
among things, events, and relationships. Th us, meaning connects things” 
(Baumeister, 1991, p. 15). Later, he appears to broaden the implicit defi nition 
of meaning even further to encompass, in eff ect, all motivation: “Without 
meaning, behavior is guided by impulse and instinct” (Baumeister, 1991, p. 
18). Th at is, by implication, meaning provides direction and hence intention.

Th e main impetus for psychological research on the meaning of life origi-
nated with the work of Viktor Frankl (1963/1946), for whom the will to mean-
ing was a human universal—indeed, a prerequisite for mental and physical 
well-being—and was unambiguously defi ned as the need to perceive one’s life, 
especially one’s travails, as making sense in serving some worthy purpose. 
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Th e research programs that his writings unleashed have given rise to at least 
two book-length attempts at theory building (Baumeister, 1991; Klinger, 1977; 
see also Chapter 14, this volume) and a number of instruments for assessing 
purposes. Th ese instruments include especially the Purpose in Life (PIL) Test 
(Crumbaugh & Maholick, 1964); the Life Regard Index (Battista & Almond, 
1973; Debats, 1998), which provides separate scores for having a framework 
for meaning and for fulfi llment; a Seeking of Noetic Goals Test (SONG; 
Crumbaugh, 1977); an unnamed questionnaire and categorization procedure 
for eliciting varieties of life meanings (DeVogler & Ebersole, 1980); a proce-
dure for rating Meaning In Life Depth (MILD; DeVogler-Ebersole & Ebersole, 
1985); a three-item Meaninglessness Scale (Newcomb & Harlow, 1986); the 
Life Attitude Profi le (LAP) (Reker, Peacock, & Wong, 1987), which dimen-
sionalizes the concept into Life Purpose, Existential Vacuum, Life Control, 
and Will to Meaning; the Personal Meaning Profi le (Wong, 1998a; Chapter 17, 
this volume), and the Meaning in Life Questionnaire (Steger, Frazier, Oishi, 
& Kaler, 2006), which dimensionalizes the concept into presence of meaning 
and seeking it. Parallel to these developments, other researchers have evolved 
the Motivational Structure Questionnaire (Cox & Klinger, 1988, 2011a); the 
Work Concerns Inventory (Roberson, 1989); the Personal Concerns Inventory 
and subsequent Personal Aspirations and Concerns Inventory (Cox & Klinger, 
2011a); and their immediate ancestor, the Interview Questionnaire (Klinger, 
1987b), all of which assess the respondent’s current goals.

Th e remaining sections of this chapter will focus on the evolutionary 
imperative of meaning and its psychological implications, not just regard-
ing the meaning of life in an abstract, global sense but, more important, with 
regard to the meaningfulness that individuals fi nd in their own particular 
lives. (For more on the relationships between global meaning and situational 
meaning, see Chapter 20, this volume.) 

Th e Imperative of Purpose

Th e position of this chapter is that the disposition to live purposively is built 
into the most fundamental architecture of zoological organisms, and the dis-
position to seek meaning stems straightforwardly from the evolution of pur-
posiveness together with human intellect. Th is section sketches the argument 
for that position. 

The Evolution of Purpose and Meaning

In the beginning there was presumably the Big Bang, and a few billion years 
later the fi rst complex organic substances developed the ability to withstand 
entropy—the tendency for matter to fl y apart randomly and thus lose orga-
nization and focus—to preserve their existence and chances for procreation. 
In this struggle against entropy—and against the accidents and perversity of 
nature—two general strategies emerged as viable, which correspond to the two 
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“kingdoms” of living organisms: sessile beings, which settle wherever they are 
waft ed and remain there until removed; and motile beings, which can alter 
their location at will. Sessile beings have to depend on their environments 
to provide them with life’s necessities. Huge proportions of these individuals 
die young, but the strategy has succeeded well at the cost of enormously pro-
lifi c reproduction, as any inspection of plant life shows. Motile organisms are 
equipped to escape the limitations of their most immediate environments by 
actively seeking out life’s necessities; and this they must do because their sur-
vival depends on it. Th is strategy characterizes probably all animal species at 
some life stage. Th e necessities of life that they seek are what psychologists call 
goals, from which it becomes apparent that animal life, and with it human life, 
consists of a virtually continual succession of goal pursuits. Because success 
at these pursuits is central to animal survival, and because success has in the 
history of the species generally required sustained, persistent goal striving, it 
constitutes an imperative of purpose.

Th is generalization leads to some further important conclusions. One is 
that within evolutionary theory, every feature of animal organisms must have 
evolved in the service of goal pursuit. If we designate the systems that most 
immediately direct goal striving as motivational, we must conclude that all 
of any zoological organism’s biopsychological systems have evolved in sup-
port of motivation. Th is must have been true for anatomy and physiology and 
for every behavioral system, including cognition. We may conclude that any 
understanding of cognitive processing is incomplete without an account of its 
relationship to motivation.

In this view, cognitive processes have a specifi able set of functions. 
Important among these functions is to process stimuli until they can be chan-
neled into an appropriate brain pathway that leads to an emotional or evalu-
ative response, to activation of associations to one or more of one’s goals, and 
perhaps to further cognitive processing, as in thoughts or dreams, and to tak-
ing action. For some kinds of stimuli, nature has provided fairly automatic 
responses, whereas responses to others depend on experience. 

Animal organisms, including humans, are hard-wired to respond with 
unconditioned responses to certain stimuli (sensation of falling, sudden loud 
noises, maternal voice and heartbeat, etc.), each class of which is innately 
linked to an emotional response system and probably—at least incipiently—
to an action system. Th ese primary emotional systems, such as joy, fear, and 
anger, are well known. Th ere are also other systems that humans are biologi-
cally prepared to experience, such as the negative “self-conscious” emotions 
(Lewis, 1993) of embarrassment, pride, shame, and guilt. Th ere are most 
probably yet other systems that have been little studied or acknowledged, 
such as those related to wonder, awe, humor, aesthetic appreciation, and the 
sense of understanding something or having achieved insight. Th ese kinds 
of emotions seem far removed from the crasser ones but are probably subject 
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to similar principles. Th ey may entail such distinctive cognitive features as 
refl ecting on oneself or emotional distancing (Frijda & Sundararajan, 2007), 
but these are probably not central to the emotional components themselves. 
I assume, as a working position, that normal human beings are biologically 
disposed to experience some degree of each class of emotion, no matter how 
basic or rarefi ed, in response to specifi able properties of situations. 

However, the great majority of stimuli that humans encounter are not 
among the innately unconditioned stimuli. One major role of cognitive pro-
cessing, then, beyond the original sensory reception and apart from problem 
solving to overcome barriers to goal attainment, is to sort out the ambiguous 
or confusing stimuli, working them over until they can be dismissed as irrel-
evant (habituation, extinction of response) or channeled into one of the indi-
vidual’s brain pathways that link the stimuli with emotions and goal pursuits. 
Near the beginning of a person’s life, the ability to make such discriminations 
is presumably acquired through a process of conditioning and learning, but 
increasingly people come to interpret stimuli with the help of refl ective and 
critical thinking. 

Although this way of casting a major function of cognition—processing 
stimuli until they can be assigned to one of the individual’s emotional, moti-
vational, or action systems—may seem to be overly primitive and mechanical, 
it is meant to apply to instances that are distinctively human and sophisti-
cated. Th is approach applies both to simple stimuli and to such complex 
patterns as life situations, and the cognitions to which it applies include the 
three classes suggested by Wong (1991): attributional, coping appraisal, and 
reevaluative. For example, resolving ambiguity or confusion leads people to 
experience distinctive aff ective responses. Th us, if a passage in a book seems 
confusing, that leads to aff ective discomfort, perhaps enough to motivate the 
reader to go back over the passage to try to fi gure it out. When the reader 
achieves understanding, that moment is accompanied by the classical “aha!” 
response, an aff ectively pleasant reaction; and on the basis of that reaction 
and the cognitive clarifi cation that gave rise to it, the individual now knows 
how else to react to the passage—with what emotion and with what further 
goal-directed action.

In other words, any new, unconditioned event that cannot be related to the 
perceiver’s purposes is either eventually regarded as neutral and ignored or, if 
it is suffi  ciently obtrusive, becomes a source of discomfort, leading to eff orts 
to cognize its relationship to the perceiver’s goals, to the perceiver’s purposes. 
Only then can the new event engage action systems, and hence only then can 
it acquire adequate meaning of the kind meant by this book.

Goals, Purpose, Meaning

To have a goal is to have a purpose for action, and that purpose provides 
the meaning for the action. In this view, meaning arises naturally out of 
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commitment to goals and their pursuit. Th is relationship appears, from a 
number of studies, to agree with people’s subjective assessments of what 
makes life meaningful. High on their lists are their personal relationships.

To construct the Personal Meaning Profi le (Wong, 1998a), the fi rst step 
was simply to ask people to characterize an ideally meaningful life. Th ese 
characterizations were then turned into items, which were winnowed to 
remove redundancies and factor-analyzed. Th e great majority of the items 
explicitly or implicitly referred to some kind of goal pursuit. Th e largest fac-
tor to come out of the factor analysis, accounting for 32% of the variance, 
was labeled “Achievement Striving.” Th e next factor, with 9% of the variance, 
was labeled “Religion,” which included such items, among others, as “Seeks to 
glorify God” (Wong, 1998a, p. 117), a clear goal pursuit. Th e third factor was 
“Relationship,” with 5% of the variance. A relationship for most people pre-
sumably constitutes at least an implicit goal: to seek, maintain, or improve it. 
Other, weaker factors related to desirable personal attributes, such as self-con-
fi dence, which one may suppose oft en constitute at least wished-for attributes 
of the self. Th us, the subjective notion of what makes life meaningful is heavily 
loaded with whatever people value, which typically also constitute positive 
goals—that is, things that people seek to attain, do, maintain, or restore.

Similarly, Ebersole (1998) reports on a number of studies, with samples 
ranging from adolescence to old age, in which participants were asked to 
describe “the most central personal meaning in their life” (p. 180). Although 
the groups diff ered somewhat from one another in ways to be expected from 
their diff erent age statuses, there was remarkable similarity. Consistent with 
an earlier fi nding (Klinger, 1977), the most frequently mentioned class of 
personal meanings was relationships. Other frequently mentioned classes 
included service, belief, obtaining something, and health, among others. 
Th ese classes, again, entail positive goals to attain, do, maintain, or restore 
something.

Using rather diff erent methods, Little’s (1998) Personal Projects Analysis 
asks respondents to list and rate their current projects (i.e., goal pursuits). 
Some of the rating dimensions were selected to refl ect presumed dimensions 
of meaning: Importance, Value-Congruence, Self-Identity, and Enjoyment. 
Summing across these dimensions, Little (1998) reported that the highest 
meaning scores went to interpersonal projects, again consistent with previous 
fi ndings. It appears clear, then, that of the various classes of goals that have 
been investigated, interpersonal relationships of one kind or another are the 
greatest contributors to people’s sense that their lives are meaningful.

Motivational Structure

Th e Motivational Structure Questionnaire, the Personal Concerns Inventory, 
and the Personal Aspirations and Concerns Inventory (Cox & Klinger, 2011a) 
ask respondents to list their current goal pursuits and then characterize each 
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one on a set of scales such as valence, commitment, joy anticipated at goal 
attainment, probability of success, and time frame. At this stage, the proce-
dure can be considered a form of autobiographic narrative, which has been 
found to have benefi ts of its own (e.g., Chapter 18, this volume). When, how-
ever, ratings of individual goals are aggregated for a respondent across the 
diff erent goals that the person has listed, one can derive reasonably reliable 
summary scores that correspond to the various dimensions (Klinger & Cox, 
2011b). We have dubbed the patterning of these scores an individual’s moti-
vational structure (e.g., Cox & Klinger, 2002; Klinger & Cox, 2011b). Factor 
analyses of the individual scales have regularly produced a fi rst factor made 
up principally of commitment, anticipated emotions at goal attainment 
or failure, and probability of success; we have dubbed scores on this factor 
Adaptive Motivational Structure. Data on the relationship of these measures 
to sense of meaning in one’s life are discussed in a later section, but some of 
their dimensions are clearly conceptually related to it (see later discussion). 
Adaptive Motivational Structure has also been found related inversely to alco-
hol consumption (Cox  et  al., 2002) and positively to response to treatment 
with Systematic Motivational Counseling (Cox et al., 2003).

In What Sense Is Purpose an Imperative?

It is probably not the case that all or even necessarily most people consciously 
search for the meaning of their lives. Researchers who have documented the 
near-universality of having important purposes—from childhood to old age 
(DePaola & Ebersole, 1995; DeVogler & Ebersole, 1980, 1981, 1983; Ebersole & 
DePaola, 1987; Klinger, 1977; Taylor & Ebersole, 1993)—have gone about this 
by asking people to list the things that are important to them. Th at is, just 
about everyone has purposes, and in that sense has life meaning, but this is a 
diff erent case from everyone actively seeking meaning (which is a very diff er-
ent matter; see Steger et al., 2006). In Baumeister’s (1991) words, “Th e meaning 
of life is a problem for people who are not desperate, people who can count 
on survival, comfort, security, and some measure of pleasure” (p. 3); and, I 
would add, it is not a problem for people who for any other reason fi nd them-
selves persistently engaged in striving for valued goals. Th e more introspec-
tive among them, especially when someone else raises the issue, may well be 
inclined to articulate for themselves one or more consistent life purposes, but 
probably most individuals would not otherwise be bothered. 

On the other hand, when people fi nd themselves spending inordinate 
amounts of time in activities they do not value highly or fi nd themselves suf-
fering for no immediately evident good purpose, they are likely to raise the 
question “What for?” On anecdotal grounds, it appears that this response 
commonly occurs when people are induced to work largely to avoid punish-
ment rather than for appetitive reasons, as in concentration camps, or when 
they are working for appetitive goals whose value is extrinsic (as in working 
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largely to earn money or school grades) and the activity or its products are not 
respected as worthwhile. However, research to date has provided no system-
atic evidence for delineating the conditions that provoke the question of life’s 
meaning.

It is necessary to add one more qualifi cation. Individuals oft en ask why, 
what is the purpose, when they suff er through no wish or deliberate action 
of their own. A terminally ill patient may lie in bed depressed, pondering 
the meaning of it all. Deep refl ection or counseling may generate a pur-
pose that can be served by the suff ering, such as providing an example of 
dignifi ed dying for the children or an opportunity for scientists to engage 
in important research on the disease. Clinical and other experiences (e.g., 
Frankl, 1946/1963) indicate that locating a purpose, even for something that 
has already taken place, is psychologically benefi cial. It relieves depression 
and helps patients to regain composure in the face of suff ering and death 
(see also Chapter 7, this volume). Th is happens, not because the suff ering is 
deliberate or becomes somehow pleasant, but because the individual is able 
to identify an end served by it and hence to identify with it as, willy-nilly, 
having a purpose (Wong, 1991; Wong & Weiner, 1981; see also Chapters 1, 10, 
and 23, this volume).

Again, to emphasize and clarify: Th e human brain cannot sustain pur-
poseless living. It is not designed for that. Its systems are designed for purpo-
sive action. When that is blocked, its systems deteriorate, and the emotional 
feedback from idling these systems signals extreme discomfort and motivates 
the search for renewed purpose, renewed meaning. Th is process accounts for 
Viktor Frankl’s (1946/1963; 1969) observation of a will to meaning.

The Place of Idleness, Fulfillment, Just Being, and Consummatory Behavior

One emotional system that appears inherently associated with muted or idled 
goal striving is depressed mood, which can range from disappointment to 
clinical depression (Klinger, 1975, 1977, 1987a). It is ordinarily activated in 
response to inexorable loss or failure, an eff ect that is normally transient 
except when repeated or when losses are multiple (Wong, 1995). Depressed 
mood is part of a process of disengaging from hopeless goal pursuits, which 
is a necessary part of conserving one’s resources for adaptive living (Klinger, 
1975, 1977). Indeed, being able to disengage is important for mental and phys-
ical health as well as for life meaning (see also Wrosch, Miller, Scheier, & de 
Pontet, 2007; Chapter 24, this volume). Some components of depressive aff ect 
may be tied to an involuntary, nonconsummatory idling of action systems, so 
that whenever and however these are idled, depression ensues.

Th ere is an important qualifi cation here: Idling of action systems is uncom-
fortable if the idling is involuntary and nonconsummatory. Th e broad frame-
work of this theory owes much to ethology (Tinbergen, 1969), which long ago 
divided goal-striving behavior into appetitive and consummatory phases, 
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where consummatory behavior is defi ned as behavior that, as the name 
implies, constitutes the goal-consummation sequence, such as eating, drink-
ing, or copulating, whereas appetitive behavior is defi ned as the goal-striving 
activity leading to the consummatory behavior. Both are very much part of 
goal striving. 

Stated more broadly, consummatory behavior can be construed as the pro-
cess of reaping rewards. It includes any experience that is an end in itself, 
rather than a stepping stone to something else; in other words, it is anything 
that generates intrinsic satisfaction. It may therefore encompass skiing, sun-
ning oneself at the beach, attending an opera or rock concert, reading a good 
book, chatting with friends, sleeping, and other forms of natural relaxation 
and recreation, provided that these activities are not undertaken as means to 
some other end. Th ey may seem to be the opposite of goal striving and perhaps 
seem to contradict the generalization that human life is a succession of goal 
pursuits, but one must remember that goal striving is pointless without enjoy-
ment of the rewards.

Th e consummatory activity around one goal attainment may well delay 
the pursuit of another because people, like other zoological organisms, try 
to prolong the positive aff ective states that go with consummation. However, 
that is merely an instance of prolonging the consummatory phase of one goal 
pursuit at the expense of the appetitive activity toward another. It illustrates 
the inevitability of occasional confl ict among goal pursuits. Sunbathing may 
seem lazy to someone who would have the sunbather do something else, but 
engaging in it in no way contradicts the view that all but refl exive action is 
goal directed. Th e warm skin sensations of sunbathing, perhaps together with 
general physical relaxation, are the goal phase of that sequence.

But what is the benefi t of subsuming so many sensory and intellectual 
pleasures under the rubric “consummatory”? Remember, there is no need to 
think that human wired-in emotions are limited to only the crassest. From 
surprise to humor, from aesthetic pleasure to awe—yes, and even to the sense 
of understanding, of things having fallen into place—there is almost certainly 
a biological basis for what we regard as distinctively human emotions. It 
makes sense to suppose that these responses are human adaptations that have 
evolved out of the crasser systems and are still like them in essential ways. 
And there is indeed an important benefi t from bringing these phenomena 
within an explanatory framework that has proven useful across species and in 
the study of humans. Not to bring them within such a framework leaves them 
without linkages, without explanation. 

Th e benefi t for scientifi c explanation arises as follows. By bringing the 
more rarefi ed human pleasures into the same framework as other goals, we 
can construe such pleasures as part of the common aff ective currency of an 
individual’s motivational economy. Doing so, in turn, sanctions treating 
them as choices among the other choices that people make, as the source of 
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motivational forces—in Lewin’s (1938) sense—capable of entering into confl ict 
with or summating with the other forces, and as goals among the other goals. 
As argued in a later section, goal pursuits potentiate emotional responses to 
goal-related cues and hence potentiate cognitive processing of those cues and 
construct the contents of each individual’s consciousness; furthermore, they 
do so in pursuits of the most ethereal pleasures as much as of the crassest.

Th e Relationship of Th is View to Other Formulations

Consummatory behavior falls into a subcategory of purpose that Baumeister 
(1991) calls “fulfi llments” (pp. 33ff ), one of two subcategories, the other of 
which he calls “goals.” He defi nes goals as having extrinsic value. Th is is 
an important terminological diff erence from my use of the term, which 
defi nes goals as anything of value (presumably by virtue of evoking aff ective 
responses) that an individual has decided to pursue. Goals in my usage can 
have either extrinsic or intrinsic value; though if their value is extrinsic, they 
are presumably subgoals in a chain leading to something of intrinsic value. 
Ultimate goals must carry intrinsic value because by defi nition there is noth-
ing else to confer value on them. It therefore seems confusing to me to defi ne 
goals in terms of extrinsic value.

Th is conceptual analysis also points out a problem with the dichotomy 
articulated by Ebersole and Quiring (1991), who indicate their agreement with 
Yalom (1980) that “sometimes the meaning in life is not found in striving 
but just being” (Ebersole & Quiring, 1991, p. 115). People go to great lengths 
to “just be,” including taking long walks, journeying to the mountains or 
ocean, undertaking years of meditative training, and doing what is neces-
sary to acquire a variety of psychoactive drugs. People are too oft en willing 
to kill others in order to make possible their ways of just being. Th ese states 
of just being are therefore clearly goal states. Th ey are the rewarding result of 
manipulating one’s own aff ect by attaining the goals (including substance use) 
that make one feel better. For many people, these states constitute important 
sources of life’s meaning.

Th at said, it must also be recognized that a large part of life’s pleasure and 
hence meaning is in the pursuit itself. Th e human organism is equipped with 
a variety of aff ective reactions to properties of pursuing goals, including such 
positive reactions as pride in eff ectance (Atkinson, 1957; White, 1959), the expe-
rience of “fl ow” in skilled, integrated behavior sequences (Csikszentmihalyi, 
1990; Klinger, 1971), and the excitement of the chase, including the scholar’s 
chase aft er knowledge, all of which also contribute meaning to many lives.

Baumeister’s Four Needs for Meaning

Baumeister (1991; Chapter 14, this volume) posits four needs for meaning that 
he calls purpose, value, effi  cacy, and self-worth. It is helpful to have this list 
because it reminds us of four important facets of goal striving. Furthermore, 
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this conceptual scheme enabled Baumeister to arrive at some intriguing ideas 
regarding the diffi  culties of achieving meaning in modern society, such as the 
paucity of value bases external to the self.

Rather than viewing the four as separate needs, however, it seems prefer-
able to view them as dimensions of a single process. Having purposes presup-
poses that these will have value of some kind and in varying degree, as well as 
in varying relation to an individual’s self-articulated scale of values. As Joske 
(1974/1981) also recognized, having goals of low value contributes to mean-
inglessness. Effi  cacy—control, impact—refers to the self-perceived aptness 
with which one pursues one’s goals. Goal striving is futile without at least a 
modicum of effi  cacy. Hence, it seems reasonable to consider it as yet one more 
dimension of goal striving. Self-worth in Baumeister’s sense is largely tied to 
social comparisons with others. It is a function partly of self-perceived social 
status and partly of self-assessment using the normative yardsticks espoused 
by the reference groups in comparison with which one judges one’s own worth. 
Social status is clearly one kind of goal, the desire for which is at least learned 
through extensive socialization—experiences with the benefi ts of high status 
and the deprivations of low status—and may also have a sociobiological basis. 
I view it as one kind of purpose rather than as something essentially diff erent.

It is perhaps worth adding that there are many types of goals. Th e pro-
totypical goal is something positive that someone seeks to attain, but other 
goals are to keep, restore, do, avoid, escape, get rid of, attack, and fi nd out 
more about something. In this sense, it is perfectly legitimate to label as the 
object of a goal something that someone already has if the goal is to keep it, for 
instance, a relationship or one’s health. It is unclear how this diversity of goal 
types fi ts into Baumeister’s analysis.

Th e Role of Emotion

Emotion is relevant to goal striving, purpose, and meaning in at least two 
fundamental ways. First, it constitutes the ultimate system for evaluation. It 
thus is the basis for value, which in turn determines what people strive for; 
and it is the internal code for experiencing goal pursuits as going well or ill. 
Second, it is intertwined with cognitive processing—for example, with atten-
tion, recall, thought content, and dream content—and may very well be nec-
essary for quickly noticing and processing events around us and inside us. In 
this second role, it codetermines people’s inner experience and their constru-
als of the world around them. Th is chapter discusses the fi rst role next and the 
second role in later sections.

Emotion and Evaluation

Goal striving cannot happen without elaborate systems for relating to the 
world outside. Th ese systems must include receiving and processing feedback 
regarding the degree to which the behavior is on track toward its goals. But 
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goal striving necessarily aims beyond present reality, away from what is, out 
toward what should be. If a feedback mechanism were purely informative about 
objective external reality, it would be useless for directing behavior because it 
could report only on what is, and not on movement toward what should be. 
No amount of sheer information or information processing leads inevitably to 
evaluation. I may stand in the street calculating that an onrushing truck will 
obliterate me in 3.6 seconds, but where is the evaluation in this? Th ere is noth-
ing here that provides a suffi  cient basis for concluding that the event is good 
or bad. An effi  cient feedback mechanism needs an evaluative component that 
goes beyond perceptual transformations of sensory information.

Evaluation is presumably the task of emotion. Emotions are inherently 
evaluative responses that are tied to fundamental action systems for approach, 
avoidance, and attack. Whereas the sensorium relays the objective state of 
aff airs and cognition calculates its consequences and implications, emotion 
relays its signifi cance for the future, whether good or bad, desirable or abhor-
rent. Emotions also oft en contain basic schemas for what one should do about 
something, whether to eat it up or spit it out, whether to fl ee or attack. In this 
view, emotion is the indispensable evaluative component of a motivational 
system.

Th ere is now compelling neuroscientifi c evidence to support this view. 
Working with macaque monkeys, Tobler, Fiorillo, and Schultz (2005) found 
that activity levels of individual dopamine neurons varied monotonically 
with reward value and also with expectancies, the likelihood of obtaining the 
reward. Th at is, these neurons, which were mostly part of the substantia nigra 
and ventral tegmental area, refl ected the bottom line of a Value × Expectancy 
(or Expected Utility) computation for making choices and decisions, that is, 
whether to select and pursue this possible goal or that one. Furthermore, the 
amount of neural activity refl ected adaptation to certain reward levels in that 
if the reward was exactly what had been expected, neural activity remained 
fl at, as if to refl ect lack of excitement; if reward was greater than expected, 
neural activity rose accordingly; and if reward was below expectation, neural 
activity was suppressed, which one might interpret as disappointment. Th ese 
reward-sensitive pathways are closely linked in previous evidence to positive 
aff ect. Regrettably, the monkeys provided no ratings of their subjective emo-
tional experience, but the inference of emotional involvement seems a reason-
ably safe one to make. 

Working with humans, Knutson, Taylor, Kaufman, Peterson, and Glover 
(2005) found parallel results using functional magnetic resonance imaging 
(fMRI). A number of brain structures were active in relation to the valence, 
magnitude, and probability of anticipated monetary gains and losses. Most 
clearly, activity in nucleus accumbens refl ected the anticipated magnitude of 
reward, and activity in mesial prefrontal cortex refl ected probability of reward 
and, the authors suggested, most likely also integrated anticipated magnitude 
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(i.e., value) with probability (i.e., expectancy) of reward. Unlike Tobler et al.’s 
(2005) monkeys, Knutson et al.’s humans did in fact produce ratings. Th eir 
emotional arousal ratings correlated signifi cantly with activity in nucleus 
accumbens. Probability ratings correlated with activity in mesial prefrontal 
cortex but not with activity in nucleus accumbens. Th e implications are clear: 
Th e human brain evaluates stimuli in brain areas that have long been associ-
ated with reward seeking and positive aff ect.

Emotion and Action

Much research has also documented the close intertwining of emotion 
and action. As Schneider (1990) and Scherer (1981) have noted, emotional 
reactions cannot be entirely detached from other information-pickup and 
information-processing activity, beginning with noticing something, with 
orientation toward it, and proceeding with continuing evaluation of the 
object and of the organism’s own behavior toward it, that is, whether to pur-
sue it as a goal or not.

Th us, it appears that both cognition and emotion, the two traditional con-
tributors to consciousness, are fundamental outgrowths of the imperative to 
pursue goals—in short, to live purposively.

Emotion and the Sense That Life Is Meaning ful

Inasmuch as brain pathways for emotion, especially positive aff ect, overlap 
those associated with evaluation, reward, and goal striving, it may be expected 
that emotion will also be linked to the sense that one’s life is meaningful. An 
extensive research program by King, Hicks, Krull, and Del Gaiso (2006) 
has indeed demonstrated this relationship. Th ey showed that (a) measures 
of positive aff ect are substantially correlated (with typical coeffi  cients in the 
.40s and .50s) with measures of life’s perceived meaningfulness and purpose; 
(b)  the relationship is concurrent—that is, the positive aff ect and perceived 
meaningfulness occur together at particular points in time—but neither posi-
tive aff ect nor meaning in life at one time point predicts increases in the other 
variable two years later; (c) manipulating participants’ mood by having them 
read happy, tragic, or neutral scenarios infl uences meaning in life in that par-
ticipants’ sense that life is meaningful is higher aft er reading happy scenarios 
than aft er reading one of the other two; and (d) as compared with people scor-
ing low in positive emotionality, individuals scoring high fi nd meaningful 
tasks especially meaningful and meaningless tasks especially meaningless. 

Th e implication that King et al. (2006) draw from their fi ndings is that pos-
itive aff ect accounts for most of the variance in the sense of meaningfulness. 
Th is relationship might suggest the possibility that the sense of meaningful-
ness can be reduced to feeling positive aff ect. Th ere are, however, a number 
of reasons to doubt this latter implication, including both King et al.’s own 
original data and the subsequent studies by King and Hicks (see Chapter 6, 
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this volume) that showed positive aff ect interacting with other variables in its 
relation to sense of meaningfulness. 

To consider the interactions fi rst, King and Hicks (Chapter 6, this volume) 
reported that positive aff ect predicted meaning scores for people who had few 
sources of meaning or who were low in religious commitment or lacked strong, 
supportive personal relationships, but not for those who scored high on such 
variables. Th at is, the high scorers on these measures reported high levels of 
meaning in their lives regardless of their moods, but the low scorers were more 
likely to report high levels of meaning if their moods were also high. 

Some data, reported here, suggest a possible reason for this fi nding. Th ese 
data show that one of the strongest independent predictors of high meaning 
scores is feeling confi dent of reaching one’s goals. Positive moods render peo-
ple more optimistic about reaching their goals and perhaps therefore raise 
meaning scores.

One fi nding of these data that made it appear as if the sense of meaningful-
ness can largely be reduced to positive aff ect was that the participants’ ratings 
of the value and diffi  culty of their “typical” goals—Emmons’s (1999) personal 
strivings—were less strongly related to their life’s meaningfulness than was 
positive aff ect (King et al., 2006). But a number of other considerations can 
explain this fi nding. First, the value and diffi  culty scores used to characterize 
participants’ typical goals were relatively unreliable; their Cronbach’s alpha 
coeffi  cients of internal consistency of about .60 fell short of acceptable levels 
of reliability. Th is lack of reliability would necessarily weaken their correla-
tions with other variables. Second, when aff ect scores and ratings of goals were 
analyzed together in a regression for predicting Meaning in Life (MIL) scores, 
the goal ratings of value and diffi  culty were related to MIL independently of 
aff ect scores. Th ird, some other variables—extraversion and two of its facets, 
warmth and assertiveness—correlated with MIL even more strongly than did 
positive aff ect, suggesting that sheer aff ective state may be only part of the 
story, with dispositional traits being a further part. Fourth, in another study in 
this program, participants kept track of what they were working on, doing, and 
thinking about on each of fi ve days. Th eir thinking about their typical goals 
was related to their “daily meaning in life” independently of positive aff ect.

Finally, consider the study in King et al.’s (2006) program in which par-
ticipants whose mood had been raised experimentally reported greater MIL. 
Th e way in which the investigators manipulated participants’ moods was to 
have them read and then write about one of three brief scenarios: reuniting a 
“child with her parents and being hailed as a hero” (King et al., 2006, p. 188), 
being responsible for an automobile collision that kills a baby, or making plans 
for the day. When participants were cautioned about the possible infl uence 
of the scenario exercise on their MIL responses, there were no diff erences in 
MIL between the groups. When there was no such caution, participants who 
worked with the positive scenario scored signifi cantly higher than the other 



38 • Th e Human Quest for Meaning

two groups. One cannot, however, rule out the possibility that the conceptual 
content of the scenarios, rather than just the induced moods, infl uenced MIL 
responses directly. It would be interesting to attempt a replication of this study 
using music (or other nonverbal methods) to induce positive mood.

As indicated earlier, it is unsurprising that positive aff ect is closely related 
to meaning in life. Th e valuable fi ndings by King et al. (2006) suggest strongly 
that positive aff ect is an important facet of meaning in life, but their and oth-
ers’ data also suggest that it is not the entirety of life’s meaningfulness. Frankl 
(1946/1963) managed to retain a strong sense of meaning in life, and helped 
others to do so, in the hellish circumstances of Nazi concentration camps. 
Indeed, Emmons (1999) makes the case that “growth is possible to the degree 
to which a person creates or fi nds meaning in suff ering, pain, and adversity” 
(p. 144; see also Emmons, Colby, & Kaiser, 1998). Most likely, achieving mean-
ing in such situations itself evokes positive emotions, and yet the context for 
this achievement is oft en highly aversive.

Lukas (1972) asked people in various locations in Vienna, Austria, to name 
something that gave their life meaning. Th e places at which the smallest pro-
portion of respondents could name something were the Prater amusement 
park and the zoo at Schönbrunn. One imagines that they were having a good 
time, and yet Lukas’ measure suggests that they were experiencing a low level 
of meaningfulness—perhaps empty pleasure obtained in trying to compen-
sate for the missing joy of meaning in their everyday lives. Substance abuse 
may oft en act as a similar compensation, and substance abusers may feel simi-
larly empty. 

In the very diff erent city of Dallas, Texas, both college students and com-
munity adults rated a life low in happiness but high in meaning as at least as 
desirable as a life high in happiness but low in meaning (King & Napa, 1998). 
It appears that a sense of life being meaningful is oft en accompanied by posi-
tive aff ect, but it enriches life beyond the eff ect of sheer positive aff ect.

Results from a study by Stuchlíková and Klinger (unpublished data) are 
in agreement with this position. Using the same four Purpose In Life (PIL) 
items identifi ed by McGregor & Little (1998) and used by King et al. (2006) 
to assess meaning, the Personal Concerns Inventory (PCI; Cox & Klinger, 
2011a) to assess motivational structure, and the Positive and Negative Aff ect 
Scale (PANAS; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988) to assess aff ectivity, the 
researchers found substantial correlations of PIL meaningfulness of life 
with both positive aff ect scores (PA; r(148) = .42, p = .000) and key Personal 
Concerns Inventory (PCI) variables, especially Adaptive Motivational 
Structure (r(148) = .40, p = .000) and one of its components, subjective prob-
ability of success (r(148) = .51, p = .000). Because a trait measure of subjective 
probability of success can be considered a measure of self-effi  cacy (Bandura, 
Adams, & Beyer, 1977; Bandura & Locke, 2003; Baumeister, 1991; Chapter 
14, this volume), this strong correlation with PIL meaning scores supports 
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Baumeister’s view that self-effi  cacy is important in a person’s sense of having 
a meaningful life.

In this study, PA was correlated moderately with the four PIL meaning 
items (r = .34, p = .000), but not strongly enough to consider them equivalent 
variables. Furthermore, controlling for either one of the two predictor vari-
ables—PA or Adaptive Motivational Structure—only modestly reduced the 
correlation of the other predictor variable with PIL meaning (from .40 to .31, 
and from .42 to .32), with signifi cance of the partial correlations remaining 
at p = .000. Unlike King and Hicks’s fi ndings (Chapter 6, this volume) with 
religious commitment and interpersonal support, there was no appreciable 
interaction between PA and Adaptive Motivational Structure (or its proba-
bility-of-success component) in predicting PIL meaning scores. Regression 
analyses that included both PA and Negative Aff ect confi rmed that neither 
motivational structure nor aff ect substantially accounts for the ability of the 
other to predict PIL. Together, however, their multiple correlation with PIL 
scores was .63, thus accounting for a very large proportion of the variance of 
PIL meaning scores. One may infer that both positive aff ect and goal-striv-
ing patterns are associated independently with the sense of one’s life feeling 
meaningful. (See also Wong, Chapter 1, this volume, on this point.)

Finally, factor analyses, such as those of the items in the PIL Scale 
(Crumbaugh & M aholick, 1964) and measures of well-being, have found that 
items that assess happiness load on a diff erent orthogonal factor from those 
items that assess meaningfulness (McGregor & Little, 1998). Similarly, mean-
ing scores derived from Personal Projects Analysis are poorly correlated with 
measures of well-being (Little, 1998; see also Chapter 8, this volume, for a 
review of the relationship between well-being and a sense of one’s life having 
meaning). 

Relationships between meaning and aff ect, however, may be more complex 
than they seem from relatively global measures of meaning. Working with a 
large item pool of meaningfulness items, Steger et al. (2006) found two dif-
ferent meaning factors, Presence of meaning in one’s life and Seeking mean-
ing. Th e Presence scale correlated moderately with measures of positive aff ect 
(coeffi  cients in the .40s); the Seeking scale did not, but it correlated .36 with 
depression. Th us, combining Presence and Seeking items in the same scale 
could tend to diminish the association of meaning with positive aff ect. It is 
relevant to interpreting the results of King et al. (2006) that the items used 
there to measure meaning were predominantly or entirely Presence items.

Eff ects of Goal Pursuits on Consciousness and Cognition

Goal-Directed Time-Binding and Current Concerns

Any goal pursuit that is more than momentary requires some kind of under-
lying brain process that keeps behavior aimed at the goal or that returns 
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behavior to the goal following interruption. Th is brain process can also be 
regarded as a goal-specifi c state that lasts until the goal is either reached or 
relinquished. I call this process or state a current concern. Th at is, specifi c to 
each goal there is, theoretically, an underlying corresponding current concern 
that remains in force until the goal is reached or relinquished.

In colloquial English the word concern connotes something happening in 
consciousness, but in this theoretical usage the term has the status of a hypo-
thetical construct, referring to a nonconscious brain process. It theoretically 
does indeed infl uence the contents of consciousness—what people attend to, 
recall, and think about—but it does not itself refer to a conscious process. In 
fact, most of the time that one harbors a long-lasting concern, one’s conscious-
ness is on something else.

Effects of Current Concerns

Th e construct of current concerns—that is, of pursuing a goal—is impor-
tant here primarily because it is the motivational unit we used to investigate 
the eff ects of goal pursuits on consciousness, thought and dream fl ow, and 
other cognitive processing. Th is construct is important for present purposes 
because it dramatizes the dependence of consciousness—and hence presum-
ably the experience of meaningfulness of life—on goal pursuits.

Th e fi rst results that we obtained with this construct made clear that 
knowing participants’ current concerns as assessed by interviews and ques-
tionnaires, we could predict with statistical signifi cance and large eff ect sizes 
which experimentally varied information on tape-recorded narrations our 
participants would notice, retain, and think about (Klinger, 1978). With an 
adaptation for the sleep state, we could also predict what they would dream 
about (Hoelscher, Klinger, & Barta, 1981). Participants spent more time listen-
ing to passages related to their own concerns and recalled them and thought 
about them about twice as oft en as passages related to someone else’s con-
cerns. Th ese results were specifi c to the stimuli participants had received. 
When we compared thoughts to taped passages that participants had not 
yet heard, we found that passages related to the participants’ own concerns 
were only weakly and not signifi cantly better attended to, recalled, or thought 
about than passages related to another’s concerns.

Subsequent investigations established that the eff ects of current concerns 
occurred automatically, in the sense of involuntarily and seemingly irresist-
ibly. For instance, we played words or phrases to participants while they were 
in rapid-eye-movement (REM) sleep and then awakened them a few seconds 
later for a dream report. Judges blind for conditions rated stimuli related to 
participants’ own concerns as having been incorporated in some way into the 
dreams about three times as oft en as stimuli related to someone else’s con-
cerns (Hoelscher et al., 1981). In another dream investigation (Nikles, Brecht, 
Klinger, & Bursell, 1998), presleep instructions to dream about particular 
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topics increased sleepers’ dreaming about them when the prescribed topics 
related to a sleeper’s own concerns but not when they related to other partici-
pants’ concerns.

A very diff erent kind of investigation showed that the eff ects of concerns on 
cognitive processing were not only automatic but also extremely quick, occur-
ring within fractions of a second aft er the onset of a stimulus. For example, 
Young (1987) gave waking participants a lexical task: Press one of two buttons 
as quickly as possible to indicate whether a string in the middle of a computer 
screen is an English word or a nonword string. Off  to the side of the screen 
were groups of lines that participants were instructed to ignore and, indeed, 
did not recall. However, these lines sometimes contained words related to 
participants’ current concerns. On trials when this occurred, participants’ 
reaction times to the target word were signifi cantly slower than on other tri-
als, which suggests that participants had to process the peripheral words fi rst, 
even though they were unaware of what they were, which slowed down pro-
cessing of the more neutral target words. Because such responses take place 
in fractions of a second, the processing of the seemingly unattended concern-
related words must have occurred during the early part of that second.

Th ere have now been numerous other investigations showing eff ects of 
current concerns on attention, recall, Stroop-like performance, and dream 
content (e.g., Bock & Klinger, 1986; Cox, Fadardi, & Pothos, 2006; Nikula, 
Klinger, & Larson-Gutman, 1993; Riemann, Amir, & Louro, 1995; Riemann & 
McNally, 1995). For example, Riemann and McNally (1995) gave participants 
a Stroop-like task to name the ink colors of words that were in some cases 
related to participants’ current concerns. Reaction times to the concern-
related words were signifi cantly slower than to the other words. Presumably, 
again, participants were unintentionally giving processing priority to the con-
tent of concern-related words and therefore slowing down by some millisec-
onds the participants’ naming of font colors. Similarly, in studies using the 
alcohol Stroop (Cox et al., 2006), reaction times for naming the font colors 
of alcohol-related words or pictures rose in proportion to the participants’ 
customary alcohol intake. In a diff erent paradigm, participants with panic 
disorder, who heard previously encountered sentences with a white-noise 
background, judged the white noise as soft er when accompanying panic-
related sentences rather than neutral sentences, suggesting, again, a higher 
sensitivity toward (and processing priority for) content related to their own 
concerns (Amir, McNally, Riemann, & Clements, 1996).

Th e Role of Emotional Reactions in Concern 
(or Goal-Pursuit) Eff ects on Cognition

Meanwhile, investigators in cognitive, clinical, and social psychology were 
fi nding emotional eff ects on cognitive processing that paralleled the fi nd-
ings with concern eff ects, that is, with the eff ects of pursuing a goal. Social 
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psychologists working under the rubric of attitudes (e.g., Bargh, Chaiken, 
Govender, & Pratto, 1992; Fazio, Sanbonmatsu, Powell, & Kardes, 1986) also 
provided supporting evidence of these eff ects. Without meaning to understate 
the complexities of these fi ndings, it is possible to portray the body of results 
in the following generalizations: If emotionally arousing stimuli are central 
to a target task—and are therefore at the focus of processing—they facilitate 
perceptual and attentional responses; if, on the other hand, the emotionally 
arousing stimuli are incidental to the target task, they distract from the task 
and slow reaction time. In general, people also retain emotionally arousing 
stimuli better than others and experience more thoughts triggered by them.

For example, trait-anxious individuals are inclined to spend more time 
processing threat stimuli, or at least they let their attention rest there lon-
ger. Investigations with Stroop-like methods led Ehlers, Margraf, Davies, and 
Roth (1988) to conclude that compared to normal participants, both clinical 
and nonclinical panic-disorder patients take longer to name colors of threat 
words than of neutral words, even though the patients function normally on 
the standard Stroop. Fox (1994) concluded, among other things, that “a pri-
mary function of anxiety is to facilitate the rapid detection of threat (Eysenck, 
1992)” (p. 191).

One might go a step further to conclude that the primary function of several 
emotions is to direct attention to concern-related stimuli. Just as anxious indi-
viduals are likely to recall anxiety-related words more than depression-related 
ones, depressed individuals are likely to recall depression-related more than 
anxiety-related words (Broadbent & Broadbent, 1988; Gotlib, McLachlan, & 
Katz, 1988; Ingram, Kendall, Smith, Donnell, & Ronan, 1987; R. J. McNally, 
Foa, & Donnell, 1989). 

In general, words are recalled best when they elicit emotional arousal, an 
eff ect that is probably not attributable to participants’ more stable dispositions. 
Th us, patients with generalized anxiety disorder (GAD) behaved  cognitively in 
the expected way, but remitted GAD participants did not (Mogg, Mathews, & 
Eysenck, 1992). Likewise, depressed patients recalled more negatively toned 
autobiographic events in their lives than did nondepressed patients, but recov-
ered depressives did not (Lewinsohn & Rosenbaum, 1987). Th e fact that cog-
nition fl uctuates with emotional state over time suggests that emotion, rather 
than dispositional traits, is the actual mediator of these cognitive diff erences 
among people.

The Relationship of Emotional Effects to Current Concerns (or Goal Pursuits)

From all these results, it might seem that cognitive processing is steered by 
emotional reactions and that current concerns (i.e., goal pursuits) have little to 
do with it. Aft er all, it is also the case that the emotional arousal value of a word 
is strongly correlated with its relationship to an individual’s current concerns. 
Th ere are reasons, however, not to dismiss current concerns from a crucial role 
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in cognition, because the nature and focus of emotional responses are proba-
bly guided by them. For example, using a dot probe method, Mogg et al. (1992) 
showed that anxious participants did not react diff erentially just to any threat 
words. Rather, the more participants were concerned only about social threats, 
the longer they attended to words related to social threat but not to those 
related to bodily dysfunction; and the more participants were concerned about 
bodily dysfunction, the longer they attended to words related to that but not to 
words related to social threat. Evidently, what operated here was not just raw 
emotion taken out of context but emotion directed at specifi c sources of threat, 
the kinds of sources that are the foci of aversive goal striving: to avoid injury 
and illness, for example, or to avoid social rejection and humiliation.

Protoemotions and Cognitive Processing

Th e patterning of these many data has important implications for theories 
of both emotion and cognition, as well as for theories of personal meaning. 
For cognitive theory, the implication is that emotional responses steer cogni-
tive processing, probably at a number of diff erent stages and levels, including 
during some of the earliest processing steps (Klinger, 1996). Th is conclusion 
is consistent with a continuous-fl ow model of information processing (e.g., 
Coles, Gratton, Bashore, Eriksen, & Donchin, 1985), but in a way that provides 
an evaluative role for essentially emotional responses. Continuous-fl ow theory 
posits that as cognitive processing unfolds, its results at every phase become 
available for further use, such as decision making. Primitive evaluations begin 
to stimulate reactions even as more refi ned processing continues. Presumably, 
if the primitive processing portends, for example, an external threat, the 
individual begins to mobilize for fi ght or fl ight (or conciliation, etc.!) even as 
higher-level, later phase processing continues to confi rm or disconfi rm and to 
clarify what it was that was perceived. Th e data described so far suggest that 
emotional response of some kind plays a role in this primitive processing. 

For theory of emotion, the results suggest that essentially emotional 
responses are continually active without necessarily involving the autonomic, 
motoric, and humoral responses or the conscious features that are most oft en 
identifi ed with emotion. Emotional responses at this early level, designated 
here as protoemotional responses, theoretically recruit the more traditional 
response components of emotion only if the reciprocal eff ects of protoemo-
tional evaluation and cognitive processing pass some kind of threshold of 
urgency, the nature of which is still unclear (a sequential-component theory 
of emotion). 

Finally, for theories of personal meaning, the results indicate that pur-
poses, in the sense of current concerns, aff ect cognitive processing near its 
very outset. Purposes thereby color the person’s subjective world and the 
kind of meaning he or she extracts from it. From the evidence described, this 
impact is not one that takes place deliberatively or necessarily consciously. 
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Nonetheless, the question of timing is crucial. If the cognitive eff ects of 
purposes (achieved via emotional responses) take place early enough, they 
would virtually foreclose discretionary processing; their eff ects would become 
nonoptional, and their ability to shape a person’s perception of meaning vir-
tually absolute. It is therefore critical to establish the point in the processing 
sequence at which motivational and emotional processes exert their infl uence. 

Th e extent to which this infl uence occurs near the outset of cognitive pro-
cessing is indicated by two sets of further investigations of its timing, one 
set employing near-liminal stimulation and the other set employing evoked 
cortical potentials. Th ese investigations, which explore the essential biopsy-
chological linkage between purposes and cognition, and hence the shaping of 
personal meaning, are described in the sections that follow.

Primacy of Emotion in Processing Words

Th e sequential-component theory of emotion espoused here, which posits a 
very early involvement of essentially emotional responses in cognition, gains 
support from investigations using average evoked potentials (EPs; regularities 
in electroencephalographic responses to particular classes of stimuli) as an 
approach to protoemotional processes. Th ese investigations have shown that 
the time course of certain EP components that are linked to emotion is con-
sistent with the concept of protoemotions. 

Th e older EP literature provides little encouragement for such an approach, 
for EPs have commonly been regarded as refl ections of cognitive processes 
(Coles, Gratton, & Fabiani, 1990). However, recent evidence has related the 
P300 component (positive defl ections in the neighborhood of 300 ms aft er 
stimulus onset) and more generally the late positive complex to emotional 
variables in ways that cast doubt on purely cognitive formulations. Th e P300 
has been shown in numerous investigations to covary with the emotional-
ity of stimuli, both facial expressions and words (e.g., Cuthbert, Schupp, 
Bradley, Birbaumer, & Lang, 2000; Hajcak & Olvet, 2008; Johnston, Miller, & 
Burleson, 1986; Kestenbaum & Nelson, 1992; Schupp  et  al., 2004). In addi-
tion, in EP components the diff erence between emotionally toned and neutral 
words—especially 240 to 300 ms and 650 to 800 ms (intervals oft en subsumed 
under the broad label of P300 or Late Positive Potential)—has been found to 
be signifi cantly smaller in psychopaths, who are generally regarded as defi -
cient in at least some kinds of emotional response, than in other individuals 
(Williamson, Harpur, & Hare, 1991). It thus seems reasonable to conclude that 
early cognitive processing and protoemotional processes may well be inter-
twined, but that it is the emotional facet that is refl ected in the P300.

Taking all the evidence together, there is ample reason to suppose that 
emotional processes begin to take eff ect within the fi rst third of a second fol-
lowing stimulus onset. Th e stimuli that evoke these emotional processes are 
determined in part by innate response tendencies but predominantly by the 



Th e Search for Meaning in Evolutionary Goal-Th eory  • 45

goals to which people have become committed, along with the knowledge 
structures and association pathways linked to those goals. Once processing of 
the stimulus has begun, both its emotional and goal relevance are processed 
early at the start of the cognitive-processing sequence—early enough to steer 
subsequent processing and thereby infl uence the way in which people con-
sciously experience their worlds. Th is control over cognition and conscious-
ness is therefore likely to be part of the way in which goal striving infl uences 
people’s sense that their lives are meaningful.

Personal Coherence, Integration, Religiousness, and Meaning

Everyone has numerous goals, some more important than others, and some 
possibly in confl ict with others. People vary in the extent to which their goals 
relate to or confl ict with one another. For example, some individuals devote 
themselves almost exclusively to one goal realm, whereas others divide their 
energies among disparate goals. Such people as Wilhelm Wundt in psychol-
ogy, Mohandas Gandhi in liberating India, and Mother Teresa in serving the 
poor were notable for their intense focus on their focal long-term goals, which 
most of their other goals served as subgoals, that is, as steps toward the focal 
goal, or ultimate concern, to use Emmons’s (1999) terminology. Most people 
invest themselves in a greater variety of pursuits, among them occupational 
success or service; committed partner relationships; relationships with par-
ents, siblings, and children; recreational and volunteer pursuits; and, oft en 
not least, religious or spiritual commitments. Th ese disparate pursuits may or 
may not be compatible with one another. In some instances, they may confl ict, 
as when recreational pursuits divert energy from family or occupation; in oth-
ers, they may facilitate each other, as when golf outings cinch business agree-
ments and when support by family or friends eases an individual through 
occupational stresses. 

Th e extent to which a person’s goal pursuits harmonize with one another, 
along with the perceptions, inner experiences, beliefs, and actions related to 
them, is what is meant by personality coherence, integration, or integrity (e.g., 
Cervone & Shoda, 1999b; Emmons, 1999; McGregor & Little, 1998). Indeed, 
the case can be made that because goals oft en occur in hierarchies, are oft en 
long-lasting, and direct people’s perceptions, recall, thought, dreams, and 
actions, they account for much of the coherence in personality (Grant & 
Dweck, 1999). 

Th e study of the coherence of personality has burgeoned during the past 20 
years (e.g., Cervone & Shoda, 1999a), and it is becoming clear that coherence is 
an important factor in promoting people’s sense that their lives are meaning-
ful. In fact, meaningfulness has been proposed to be the emotional compo-
nent of a sense of coherence (Korotkov, 1998; see also Chapter 14, this volume). 
Some measures of this dimension (of “integrity” or “goal coherence”) have 
been found to correlate signifi cantly with PIL scores (McGregor & Little, 1998; 
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Tix, 2002) but not with happiness scores (McGregor & Little, 1998), a fi nding 
that again underscores the distinction between meaning and positive aff ect.

A number of writers have supposed that religious or spiritual commit-
ments foster having a coherent set of goals and are likely to become ultimate 
concerns (Emmons, 1999) and provide for meaning in life (Wong, 1998c). 
Indeed, Tix (2002), with a sample composed mostly of students with religious 
affi  liations, found a signifi cant relationship between intrinsic religiousness 
and coherence of goals (Vertical Coherence = .26; Horizontal Coherence = 
.28). Th e number of religious goals that individuals list as a proportion of their 
total goals is correlated with having a sense of purpose in life and, hence, a 
sense that one’s life is meaningful (Emmons, Cheung, & Tehrani, 1998; Tix, 
2002). Tix (2002) reported signifi cant correlations between PIL scores, which 
are commonly regarded as a measure of meaning in life, and intrinsic reli-
giousness (.21), self-reported probability of adopting a religious life goal (.22), 
and the proportion of the person’s self-reported strivings that were religious 
or spiritual (.23). Th e relationship of intrinsic religiousness with PIL scores 
was moderated by both sex and age: It was stronger for men than for women 
and stronger for older than for younger students. 

Th ese fi ndings support the belief that commitment to a religion is asso-
ciated with a greater sense of having a purpose in life and hence a sense of 
meaning in life. (For links between meaning and religion, see also Chapters 8, 
13, 14, and 21, this volume). It is not clear from these data, however, whether 
having equally strong commitments to other life goals, such as justice or sci-
ence, might not yield the same kind of association with having a purpose in 
life. In this connection, Battista and Almond (1973) argued for a “relativis-
tic” theory of meaning, in which having any clear framework within which 
to structure one’s life, along with commitment to attaining important goals 
within that framework, can—regardless of the nature of the framework or 
goals—imbue a life with signifi cant meaning. 

Moreover, even though PIL scores were correlated in Tix’s (2002) study 
with a number of measures of religiousness, they were correlated much more 
highly with some other measures, especially Environmental Mastery (.57), 
Self-Acceptance (.52), and Positive Relations With Others (.47). Th ese, in turn, 
correlated only weakly (mostly less than .20), although oft en signifi cantly, 
with the measures of involvement with religion. Th is pattern therefore sug-
gests that whatever unique contribution religiousness makes to purpose or 
meaning in life, it may be weaker than other personal attributes and perhaps 
no greater than other kinds of commitments. Th is pattern will have to be 
examined in future research.

Clinical Implications

Th ere are numerous fi ndings linking a sense of meaninglessness with psycho-
pathology (see Chapter 8, this volume, for an extensive review). Th e foregoing 
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formulation helps to clarify those links by shedding light on two paths to dis-
tress and psychopathology: a life of inadequate goals and a life of excessively 
aversive goals. 

A behavioral system without goals, or with inadequate goals, lacks the pre-
requisites for its continued healthy functioning. Th is is because an individu-
al’s set of goal pursuits steers attention, perception, cognition, recall, thought 
content, and emotional responses and, hence, exercises pervasive infl uence 
over consciousness. It follows that the absence of adequate goals removes the 
linchpin of psychological organization. It would lead to desultory, apathetic 
activity, to much inactivity, and to reduced reactivity to environmental events. 
Because this is an unhappy state of aff airs, it is likely to provoke self-exami-
nation, including questions regarding the meaning of one’s life. Furthermore, 
insofar as the person is unable to locate an adequate set of purposes, he or 
she is likely to resort to other means for improving subjective well-being, for 
manipulating aff ect, for example, through substance use and emotionally 
rousing amusements (Lukas, 1972). Th e result is a lifestyle at risk for alien-
ation, isolation, and depression. 

When an individual’s goal pursuits are predominantly aversive, the domi-
nant tone of consciousness is presumably pervaded by negative aff ect, and the 
net eff ect is one of generalized stress with little relief. It is a state most probably 
marked by worry and other indicators of anxiety, and for some individuals 
it will lead to physical illness (cf. Ryff  & Singer, 1998). Individuals who lack 
suffi  cient hope of terminating this state are presumably at risk for antianxiety 
and possibly other substance use, including cocaine and opiates, and are, in 
some instances, at risk for violence (Klinger, 1977). Also probable would be 
self-examination of the kind that leads to questions regarding the meaning 
of one’s life.

Meaning and Psychopathology

A number of investigations have shown associations between meaninglessness 
and psychopathology, including substance use and depressed mood states, or 
recreational patterns (see Chapter 8, this volume, for an extensive review). 
For instance, a sample of psychiatrically disturbed individuals reported less 
meaningful lives than did others (Crumbaugh & Maholick, 1964). A substan-
tial student sample produced a correlation of −.46 between a rating of their 
lives’ meaningfulness and depression scores (Klinger, 1977). Other investiga-
tions have found relationships between scores on the Life Regard Index (LRI), 
especially its Fulfi llment scale, with status as a psychiatric patient and with 
SCL-90 scales for General Psychological Distress and Depression (Debats, 
1998). In a large sample of Chinese adolescents, Shek (1992; Chapter 16, this 
volume) similarly found scores on the Chinese Purpose in Life Scale (C-PIL) 
substantially inversely correlated (mostly −.50s) with measures of depression 
and anxiety, along with lower but still signifi cant inverse correlations with 
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self-report measures of somatic problems. Of the two C-PIL subscales, the 
Quality of Existence scale related to these measures more strongly than did 
the Purpose of Existence scale, but even the latter produced signifi cant cor-
relations that were lower by only about .10.

Looking at the relationship with well-being, Reker et al. (1987) found cor-
relations of .55 with LAP Life Purpose (“zest for life, fulfi llment, and satisfac-
tion,” p. 45) and −.41 with Existential Vacuum (“lack of meaning in life, lack of 
goals, and free-fl oating anxiety,” p. 45), and these relationships were reason-
ably consistent for samples over most of the life span (ages 16 to 74). Th e LRI 
also predicted changes in well-being and distress over the course of psycho-
therapy, with individuals who scored higher on LRI Fulfi llment before psy-
chotherapy scoring less distressed and happier on retest than was true of those 
who initially scored lower on LRI Fulfi llment (Debats, 1998). Th ere also is a 
larger, older literature relating meaninglessness to various forms of depression 
and alienation (reviewed by Klinger, 1977) and relating goal striving or related 
concepts to depression and happiness (Baumeister, 1991; Klinger, 1977).

Bond and Feather’s (1988) Use of Time scale of their Time Structure 
Questionnaire, which has a correlation of .65 with PIL scores, also correlated 
in the .50s with measures of self-esteem, −.44 and −.55 with depression (two 
samples), −.56 and −.68 with trait anxiety, −.37 with state anxiety, −.55 with 
neuroticism, −.49 with hopelessness, and .27 with reported health (all coef-
fi cients signifi cant), among others.

Meaning and Substance Use 

Turning to substance use, Newcomb and Harlow (1986) found low-order 
but signifi cant relationships with meaninglessness (i.e., having no direction, 
plans, or solutions) in two samples of adolescents and young adults. Even 
more interesting, the obtained structural models placed meaninglessness as 
the fi nal mediator of the relationship between substance abuse and the other 
two factors: Meaninglessness mediated the eff ects of perceived loss of con-
trol (with which meaninglessness was highly correlated) and uncontrollable 
stressful events. Th us, the sense of meaninglessness here acted as a subjective 
funnel for the eff ects of the other factors on substance use.

In a comparison of Czech students and demographically rather similar 
nonstudent alcoholic patients (Man, Stuchlikova, & Klinger, 1996), the clini-
cal group listed 40% fewer goals, responded as if they needed richer incen-
tives to form strong commitments to goal striving, displayed marginally less 
average commitment to their goals, and, aft er researchers partialed out other 
variables, expressed less ability to infl uence the course of goal attainment. 
Although this investigation did not include a measure of meaningfulness, the 
diff erences observed are those that relate signifi cantly to it.

A number of studies have indicated that motivational structure—that is, an 
individual’s pattern of goal striving—is associated with alcohol consumption 
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and control over it (Cox et al., 2003; Cox et al., 2002; Fadardi & Cox, 2006). 
People for whom drinking creates no problems are, of course, uninterested 
in reducing their intake; but when drinking does create problems, people 
vary in their ability to control it. One study (Cox  et  al., 2002) revealed an 
important determinant of who can and who cannot exercise adequate con-
trol. Th e study data indicate that adaptive motivational structure infl uences 
people’s tendency or perhaps their ability to control their drinking aft er they 
have encountered problems created by their alcohol consumption. Another 
study (Cox et al., 2003) found that improvements in motivational structure 
were associated with reduced substance use. Such components of adaptive 
motivational structure as commitment to goals, joy anticipated upon goal 
attainment, and subjective probability of success are also those goal-striving 
variables that are related to fi nding meaning in one’s life.

Meaning-Related Treatment Approaches

It is clear that the meaningfulness of one’s life has an extensive association 
with both happiness and distress, including psychopathology. Th e precise 
nature of those links remains to be investigated, but the clinical reports of 
treatment procedures that focus specifi cally on meaning (e.g., logotherapy: 
Frankl, 1969; self-confrontation: Hermans, Fiddelaers, de Groot, & Nauta, 
1990; Wong, 1998b; Chapters 22 and 25, this volume) or motivational struc-
ture (systematic motivational counseling: Cox  et  al., 2003; Cox & Klinger, 
1988, 2011b; de Jong-Meyer, 2011; Fuhrmann, Schroer, & de Jong-Meyer, 
2011) suggest that the motivational restructuring associated with regain-
ing meaning has a causal role in clinical improvement. Rigorous empirical 
investigations of meaning-related treatments are scarce, but Cox et al. (2003) 
reported on a demonstration project on traumatically brain-injured patients. 
In this investigation, patients in two Chicago rehabilitation clinics took the 
Motivational Structure Questionnaire (MSQ) and received standard reha-
bilitation treatments, but those in one of these clinics additionally received 12 
sessions of systematic motivational counseling (SMC). Both groups were sub-
sequently reassessed with the MSQ, once more in the case of the control group 
and twice more—at the end of treatment and at follow-up about nine months 
later—in the case of the SMC group. Th e SMC group improved in motiva-
tional structure over the course of treatment and follow-up and reduced alco-
hol use and number of substances used, whereas the control group showed 
no signifi cant changes. Within the SMC group, the extent of reduction in 
number of substances used correlated fi rmly with improvement in a num-
ber of SMC indices, suggesting that the meaning-related motivational change 
was responsible for the clinical improvement. A study of group SMC with an 
alcohol-abusing sample (Fuhrmann et al., 2011) found that group SMC pro-
duced improvement equivalent to a program of social skills training but did 
so more effi  ciently.
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A number of other investigators have attempted brief interventions based 
on such motivational principles as motivational interviewing (e.g., Miller & 
Rollnick, 2002), employing client-centered methods for inducing recogni-
tion of discrepancies between one’s own behavior and one’s own ideals or 
population norms. Th ese methods have shown eff ects on health behaviors 
(Resnicow  & Rollnick, 2011) and alcohol-drinking behaviors (e.g., A. M. 
McNally & Palfai, 2003; A. M.McNally, Palfai, & Kahler, 2005).

Conclusion

To conclude, then, it is apparent that goal pursuits infl uence most of an indi-
vidual’s cognitive processing, emotional responses, and therefore conscious-
ness as well as choices and overt actions. Goal striving appears also to form 
one of the main determinants of persons’ sense that their lives are meaning-
ful. Th e sense of life’s meaningfulness is related inversely to psychopathology 
and substance use. Treatment procedures aimed at improving motivational 
structure and the sense of meaningfulness reduce substance use and show 
promise in alleviating other forms of psychopathology.
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A cardinal assumption of existential psychology is that an individual’s per-
sonal sense of meaning is the major determinant of mentation and action 
(e.g., Binswanger, 1963; Boss, 1963; Frankl, 1963). Th is emphasis has led to a 
vibrant conceptual and research eff ort to investigate the biological, cultural, 
social, familial, and developmental stage sources of personal meaning (e.g., 
DePaola & Ebersole, 1995; Fabry, 1990; Fry, 1992; Heidrich & Ryff , 1993; Horley, 
Carroll,  & Little, 1988; Parks, Klinger, & Perlmutter, 1988–1989; Reker  & 
Wong, 1988; Ryff  & Keyes, 1995; Wong, 1995). Another cardinal assumption 
of existential psychology is that personal meaning derives from the individ-
ual decisions people make every day (Kierkegaard, 1954; Maddi, 1970; May, 
1967). One role of this decision-making assumption is to identify the mecha-
nism whereby cultural, social, and familial norms come to infl uence personal 
meaning (e.g., Baumeister, Reis, & Delespaul, 1995; Ryff  & Keyes, 1995). More 
important, however, is the implication that through daily decision making, 
individuals may actually transcend the limitations of norms, thereby achiev-
ing more individualistic or subjective meaning (e.g., Fabry, 1988; Frankl, 1963; 
Kierkegaard, 1954; Lukas, 1990; Maddi, 1970; May, 1967; Sartre, 1956). Th ere 
is recent research and theory pointing in this direction (e.g., Fry, 1989, 1992; 
Klinger, 1994, 1995; Palys & Little, 1983; Ryff , 1989; Sheldon & Emmons, 1995; 
Tweed & Ryff , 1991). 

It is one thing to say that daily decisions determine personal meaning, 
but it is quite another to conceptualize specifi cally how concrete, everyday 
thoughts, feelings, and actions actually lead to particular views of self and 
world. In this, it is especially diffi  cult to understand how the decision- making 
process sometimes facilitates endorsement of cultural and social norms yet 
other times leads to their transcendence. To fully understand the pivotal 
meaning-creating role of decision making requires grounding this process in 
a complete theory of personality (Maddi, 1997). Th is chapter attempts to do 
that by discussing an existential formulation on the core of personality (or 
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what people are all born with), the periphery of personality (or the lifestyle 
people learn), and the developmental process (how social interaction leads 
people to diff erentiate from their shared core into various lifestyles). In the 
course of this discussion, especially important topics—such as courage or 
hardiness, existential psychopathology, and the tension between infi nite pos-
sibility and concrete limitation—are explained in terms of their relevance to 
fi nding meaning through decision making. 

Before plunging into an existential theory of personality, it would be well 
to refl ect on the decision-making process. Sometimes decisions are made in 
the mind alone, through rumination and the play of imagination, with actions 
either being absent or only following later. Th us, people may decide mentally 
that they no longer love their spouses, but they stay with them anyway, try-
ing all the while to continue acting in a loving way. Other times, decisions 
are made more impulsively in action with little or no mental consideration, 
though such consideration can follow aft er the fact of action. For example, a 
person may accept a new job in another location as soon as it is off ered, with-
out really thinking through all the social, familial, economic, and ecological 
implications of having done so. Still other times, decisions involve from the 
very beginning an interplay between mentation and action. In this interplay, 
you reach a tentative conclusion in your mind, try it out in action, use the 
feedback to think further, try out the result, and so forth. Also, decisions can 
be large or small. In a real sense, everything people do in life results from 
a decision. But it is one thing for individuals to decide not to go to a party 
because they are too tired, and quite another for them to sell their home. Th e 
larger the decision, the greater the impact on personal meaning. But the accu-
mulation of small decisions has a defi nite role in personal meaning as well. 
When all is said and done, the major importance existentially is whether the 
decision (be it mental or behavioral, large or small) points the individuals 
toward new experience or keeps them in familiar territory (Kierkegaard, 1954; 
Maddi, 1970; May, 1967). 

Th e Existential Core of Personality 

In considering decision making in the context of existential personality 
theory, the fi rst step is to explicate core assumptions, or views concerning 
directions and characteristics inherent in human beings. Understanding its 
core assumptions is necessary if a theory of personality is to be fully coherent 
(Maddi, 1997). Th e core assumptions of existential personality theory are that 
the inherent needs of people are biological, social, and psychological (Fabry, 
1990; Fry, 1992; Maddi, 1970). At the biological level are the survival needs for 
nutrients and safety. At the social level are needs for contact and communica-
tion with others. In and of themselves, these biological and social needs do not 
distinguish humans from other animals. Nor are they unusual to assume. It is 
the psychological (or mental, cognitive) needs for symbolization, imagination, 
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and judgment that set humans apart and are perhaps a bit more unusual to 
assume (Maddi, 1970). 

Symbolization is the mental act of going beyond the specifi c characteristics 
of experiences by categorizing and interpreting them. Imagination is the men-
tal act of combining and recombining categories of experience in a manner 
that goes beyond the literal ways in which they occur in the external world. 
Judgment is the mental act of taking an evaluative stance (either ethical or 
preferential) with regard to literal or imagined experience. Th at symboliza-
tion, imagination, and judgment are inherent psychological needs in humans 
is assumed on the basis of ubiquity—all cultures include a language (words are 
collective categories, aft er all), a mythology (the collective expression of imag-
ination), and a value system (the fruit of collective judgments). Apparently, the 
human nervous system, which evolved as a fantastic information-processing 
unit, cannot lie fallow. It requires information to process, as has been shown 
in the sensory deprivation experiments popular some years ago, and the con-
tinuing demonstrations that mental functions need to be stimulated and used 
in order to develop well and maintain their vitality. 

The Inherent Decision-Making Process 

Th ink of the implications of the inherent human tendency to symbolize, 
imagine, and judge. Humans are not very likely to take stimulus experience at 
face value. Instead, they will be constantly sorting or interpreting it, resorting 
and reconsidering it, and determining what they think of all that. If they were 
only characterized by biological and social needs, then humans would be far 
likelier to accept the demand characteristics of the external world and their 
own organisms without refl ection or question. Th ey would be an undiscern-
ing part of the world in which they exist. But once the psychological needs are 
added in, humans are capable of construing their interactions with the social, 
cultural, and physical world as their own, doing as much, if not more, than 
the passive, inevitable result of pressures on them. In short, they will recog-
nize that as they go through the days, they are constantly making decisions 
that aff ect their lives. It is the content and direction of the decisions that give 
human lives their special meaning. 

Properly understood, the many decisions constituting a life have an 
invariant form, though they diff er widely in content. As to directionality, the 
decision can project individuals into the future, or secure them in the past 
(Kierkegaard, 1954; Maddi, 1988; May, 1967). Deciding in a way that secures 
the past involves humans in using symbolization, imagination, and judgment 
to construe the ongoing experience as similar to earlier experiences and to 
fi nd no justifi cation for doing anything other than what was done before. In 
contrast, deciding in a way that projects one into the future involves humans 
in using symbolization, imagination, and judgment to construe the ongo-
ing experience as either diff erent or similar to earlier experiences but, in any 
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event, as warranting a course of action that is diff erent from what was done 
before. Th us, a person may choose the future by either construing the experi-
ence as new or as requiring a new response, or both. 

Th e human value of choosing the future is that doing so contributes much 
more information to be processed than does choosing the past. Choosing the 
future is an inherently stimulating process because it provokes new obser-
vations, insights, and ruminations within oneself and brings new reactions 
and feedback from others and the physical world. Regularly choosing the 
past produces an information-starved central nervous system and mind, 
where everything seems increasingly the same, and cognitive acuity declines. 
Desperately attempting to overcome this malaise is a reason why some people 
who regularly choose the past end up continually criticizing and complaining, 
though they would never risk doing anything to solve the problems they iden-
tify. In contrast, regularly choosing the future maintains vitality of physical 
and mental functioning through a continual fl ow of new experience. Th ere is 
ongoing involvement in one’s unfolding, developing life. Th ere is also a trend 
toward transcendence of the herd mentality inherent in the most simplistic, 
static, and unchanging aspects of cultural values and social norms. 

The Inherent Individuality of Living 

Another outcome of regularly choosing the future is an increasingly individu-
ated lifestyle. 

Th is lifestyle develops because the resulting continual fl ow of new expe-
rience provides information to be assimilated in a symbolization, imagina-
tion, and judgment process that spurs personal development. Aft er all, the 
end result of vigorous cognitive functioning is a variety of ways of constru-
ing an individual’s interaction with the world. Specifi cally, vigorous exercise 
of symbolization continually increases the number of categories available to 
apply to experience, of imagination provides a stream of new ideas about what 
can be done, and of judgment brings many values and preferences into play 
(Maddi, 1970, 1996). Consequently, as time passes, each person will become 
more thoughtful, complex, and individualistic through a process of psycho-
logical growth. 

Th is process of increasing individuation does not imply scattered formless-
ness. Indeed, the opposite is true (Maddi, 1988). Th at decisions are made for 
the future and involve specifi c content indicates directionality of thought and 
behavior. As decisions accumulate, an underlying direction—or what Sartre 
(1956) called a fundamental project—emerges that is more compelling as time 
goes on. Before long, a hierarchy of goals is developed, with the more con-
crete and easily achievable ones being instrumental to those that are more 
abstract, long range, and diffi  cult to realize. But these goals are such that the 
person is continually in the process of patterned, directional change (Sheldon 
& Emmons, 1995). As one goal is achieved, the next that is instrumental to 
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the fundamental project becomes salient, and so on. Th us, existential indi-
viduation binds together a person’s past, present, and future in an ongoing 
directional process. 

Nor does this increasing individuation imply irresponsibility. On the 
contrary, it is functioning at the level of biological and social needs, without 
benefi t of the psychological needs, that courts irresponsibility. When biologi-
cal needs operate with minimal psychological input, anything that leads to 
and constitutes nutrients and safety is pursued, and nothing else is taken into 
account. Subtlety, taste, and decorum in the search for nutrients and safety 
are contributed by the individual’s psychological needs (Maddi, 1970). When 
social needs operate with minimal psychological input, anything that leads to 
and constitutes simple contact and communication is pursued, and nothing 
beyond that is desired. Transcending contractual relationships into intimate 
ones requires the contribution made by psychological needs (Fabry, 1990; Fry, 
1992; Maddi, 1970; Ryff , Lee, Essex, & Schmutte, 1994). Because they are more 
committed, intense, and renewing, intimate relationships are more likely to 
last than are contractual ones (Maddi, 1970). In all these ways, the infusion of 
biological and social need gratifi cation with psychological need gratifi cation 
leads toward an individualism that is relationship and culture building rather 
than irresponsible. 

Existential Views on Development and the Periphery of Personality 

Although the core assumptions of a personality theory are crucial in disclos-
ing what the position is about, they are too abstract and removed from the 
specifi cs of everyday life to permit much application and testing. To engage 
in empirical evaluation or clinical application of hypotheses requires working 
with the developmental and peripheral assumptions of a personality theory. In 
contrast to the inherent, unlearned status of human characteristics referred to 
in core assumptions, peripheral assumptions concern the lifestyle character-
istics learned through developmental processes (Maddi, 1996). It is now time 
to turn to the developmental and lifestyle aspects of existential psychology. 

Th e continual change associated with existential individuation is hardly 
an emotionally benign process. Indeed, contemplating or making a decision 
for the future brings inherent, or ontological, anxiety because of the unpre-
dictability of the uncharted terrain being entered (Kierkegaard, 1954; Maddi, 
1970; May, 1950; Tillich, 1952). Perhaps the new experience gained through a 
future-oriented choice will be disruptive, not nearly as satisfying as expected, 
or even a failure. Why should one continually push toward such uncertain-
ties? Th e answer is because the alternative is even worse. Contemplating or 
making a decision for the past brings with it inherent, or ontological, guilt 
over the sacrifi ce of possibility. Only occasionally choosing the past may lead 
to little more than the rankling thought of what might have been. But ontolog-
ical guilt accumulates. So regularly choosing the past leads fi rst to stagnation 
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and boredom, subsequently to a sense that one has missed out on a vigor-
ous life, and fi nally to the conviction that existence is meaningless. In short, 
choosing the past regularly is a hard way to grow old. 

Minimizing choices of the past is all the more important because even 
in choosing the future individuals cannot pursue all available possibilities. 
Perhaps in youth someone was drawn to careers in both medicine and archi-
tecture. Legitimately choosing the future at all decision points, this person 
might inevitably have pursued one career and, sadly, left  the other aside. Any 
time possibility is lost, people feel ontological guilt. Th erefore, to avoid the 
sinister syndrome of stagnation, self-recrimination, and meaninglessness 
resulting from an accumulation of ontological guilt, people must at least avoid 
choosing the past. 

Courage or Hardiness 

By regularly choosing the future, is a person damned to a life of overwhelm-
ing anxiety? Not necessarily. First, ontological anxiety does not accumulate, 
except in the unlikely case of choice aft er choice of the future backfi ring in the 
form of multiple setbacks. Usually, the anxiety associated with each choice of 
the future recedes when the resulting experience is fulfi lling, or at least man-
ageable. And the new information gained through the future-oriented choice 
has a salutary, enlivening eff ect despite the concomitant anxiety. 

More important, there is a way for persons to minimize ontological anxiety 
without turning away from future-oriented choices. Th ey need to develop exis-
tential courage (Tillich, 1952). As a secular alternative to the earlier theological 
notion of faith (Kierkegaard, 1954), courage emphasizes self- confi dence and 
self-reliance at times of peril. Th e more recent concept of hardiness (Kobasa, 
1979; Maddi & Kobasa, 1984) constitutes a suffi  cient concretization of the 
concept of courage to have led to relevant research in support of this existen-
tial formulation (Funk, 1992; Maddi, 1990, 2002; Ouellette, 1993). Now there 
is a reliable and valid way to measure hardiness (Maddi, 1997, 2002; Maddi & 
Khoshaba, 2001).

Hardiness emphasizes the three interrelated beliefs about individuals inter-
acting with the world of commitment, control, and challenge. People strong 
in the commitment component believe that by involving themselves actively 
in whatever is going on, they have the best chance of fi nding what is interest-
ing and worthwhile to them. Th ey experience the opposite—being or feeling 
uninvolved or alienated—as wasteful. People strong in the control compo-
nent believe that through struggle they can usually infl uence the outcome of 
events going on around them. Th ey experience the opposite—being or feeling 
powerless—as wasteful. People strong in the challenge component believe that 
what is ultimately most fulfi lling is to continue to grow in wisdom through 
what they learn from experiences, whether these be positive or negative. Th ey 
experience the opposite—the wish for easy comfort and security—as overly 
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entitled. Conceptualized as positively interrelated, these three Cs (of commit-
ment, control, and challenge) combine additively to yield a hardiness disposi-
tion especially helpful in minimizing and tolerating the ontological anxiety of 
choosing the future. 

Hardiness is conceived of as learned in early life, that is, childhood and 
perhaps some of adolescence. Parent–child interactions are the natural con-
text for learning hardiness (Khoshaba & Maddi, 1999; Maddi, 1997). Th e child 
brings to these interactions a pattern of inherent needs and capabilities (core 
of personality), as do the parents. But the parents have lived long enough to 
have developed views of themselves, the world, and childrearing (periphery 
of personality), and these views also infl uence the parent–child interactions. 

In order to build the commitment component of hardiness, the majority 
of the parent–child interactions must help the youngster to feel accepted and 
encouraged (Kobasa & Maddi, 1977). Children will attempt to satisfy their 
needs (e.g., for safety and love) and express their potentialities (e.g., math-
ematical or artistic ability) in many ways (Khoshaba & Maddi, 1999). When 
parents usually meet eff orts with approval and encouragement, the child feels 
supported enough to view self and world as interesting and worthwhile, and 
this view is the cornerstone of commitment (Fry & Lupart, 1987). But if par-
ents are regularly hostile, disapproving, or neglectful toward the youngster’s 
expressions, then what is developed is a view of self and world as empty and 
worthless, which leads to alienation (Emmons, 1995). 

In the development of the control component of hardiness, it is important 
to recognize that as youngsters grow, their maturing physical and mental 
capabilities lead them to try to accomplish many things. In this developmen-
tal process, it is best for youngsters when the tasks they encounter are just a bit 
more diffi  cult than what they can easily perform (Khoshaba & Maddi, 1999; 
Kobasa & Maddi, 1977). If the task is too easy, then succeeding at it will bring 
no sense of accomplishment or mastery. Conversely, if the task is too hard, the 
child is likely to fail and feel powerless. What builds a sense of control is for 
the youngster’s interactions with the world to be characterized by tasks that 
can be mastered regularly through eff ort. In order to ensure this, it behooves 
parents to arrange the child’s tasks so that they are always just a bit more dif-
fi cult than can easily be accomplished. 

To build a sense of challenge, that third component of hardiness, the child’s 
environment must include frequent changes construed as richness rather than 
chaos (Khoshaba & Maddi, 1999; Kobasa & Maddi, 1977; Maddi, 1988). In 
the construal of richness, it helps if the changes are small (e.g., varying tasks 
around the home, contact with lots of people who talk and act in diff ering 
ways) rather than large (e.g., many changes in residence, divorces and remar-
riages) and if the parents experience changes in their own lives as interest-
ing rather than threatening and convey this sense to the child. If youngsters 
are regularly encouraged to see changes as interesting possibilities, they will 
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develop a sense of challenge. If, however, children are explicitly or implicitly 
taught that changes are dire, disruptive losses, then they will develop a sense 
of threat instead.

By now, there is considerable research showing that hardiness facilitates 
turning stressful circumstances from potential disasters into growth oppor-
tunities. Th ese studies show that hardiness enhances performance, positive 
emotions, and health despite stresses in working adults and college stu-
dents (e.g., Maddi, 2002, 2004; Maddi, Harvey, et al., 2006; Maddi, Harvey, 
Resurreccion, Giatras, & Raganold, 2007; Maddi, Kahn, & Maddi, 1998; 
Maddi & Khoshaba, 2002). Also, hardiness has emerged in research as a more 
eff ective infl uence on performance and health than is optimism or religiosity 
(Maddi & Hightower, 1999; Maddi, Brow, Khoshaba, & Vaitkus, 2006). 

Managing Ontological Anxiety Through Hardiness 

As indicated earlier, making future-oriented decisions brings with it onto-
logical anxiety. Th e anxiety results from the newness and unpredictablity of 
the changed circumstances brought about by the decision for the future. Such 
changed circumstances are legitimately called stressful and elicit the same 
organismic response as happens with life changes imposed on (rather than cho-
sen by) the person. Th is pattern of events and reactions is shown in Figure 3.1. 

Specifi cally, the changes produced by future-oriented decisions are unpre-
dictable or disruptive. Appraised as stressful, these changes fuel the mobiliza-
tion of the fi ght-or-fl ight syndrome, the organismic part of which involves 
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Figure 3.1 The hardiness model. (Copyright © 1993 by the Hardiness Institute, Inc. Reprinted 

with permission.)
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extensive endocrine, nervous, and immune system response, and the mental 
part of which involves anxiety. As proven by accumulated research (e.g., Selye, 
1976), if the mobilization syndrome is too intense and too continual, then the 
person’s risk of wellness breakdown increases. 

Wellness breakdown (Maddi, 1994, 1998, 2002) can involve the stress-
related, degenerative illnesses (e.g., heart disease, cancer, stroke), characteristic 
mental illnesses (e.g., phobias, major depression), and performance deterio-
rations (e.g., inability to concentrate, forgetfulness, self-preoccupation). So 
people trying to regularly choose the future for existential or developmental 
reasons had best be strong enough to weather the storm of resulting stressful 
circumstances, lest they damage themselves in the process. 

As shown in Figure 3.1, hardiness is really the key in the system that mod-
erates the eff ects of stressful circumstances and preserves health. Th at sys-
tem can diminish the stress-and-strain eff ects on the likelihood of wellness 
breakdown in two ways. One way is through benefi cial health practices, which 
can decrease strain (the fi ght-or-fl ight reaction) once it has been provoked by 
stressors (Maddi, 2002; Maddi & Kobasa, 1984). In this regard, aerobic physi-
cal activity; a diet low in fat, sugar, salt, and cholesterol; such relaxation exer-
cises as abdominal breathing; and even prescription medications mimicking 
the eff ects of these other health practices can decrease subjective tension and 
regulate mood and electrochemical balances (Khoshaba & Maddi, 2001). Th e 
other way of decreasing the likelihood of wellness breakdown is by coping 
with disruptive changes and chronic confl icts in a way that decreases their 
stressfulness. Th is decrease in the stressfulness of circumstances results in a 
lessening of the strain reaction, which, in turn, lowers the likelihood of break-
down. To achieve these desired eff ects, this transformational coping process 
must include a characteristic mental and action orientation (Maddi, 1987, 
1990; Maddi & Khoshaba, 2001). Th e mental orientation involves achieving 
a broadened perspective and a deepened understanding of the stressful cir-
cumstance so that it does not seem so terrible aft er all and what can be done 
to resolve it is sensed. Th e action orientation involves carrying out a plan that 
can decisively incorporate the stressful circumstance into an overarching 
life plan. 

Th e other two components of Figure 3.1 are motivational in nature. For 
most people, it is diffi  cult to engage on a continuing basis in sound health 
practices and transformational coping because doing so requires time, eff ort, 
persistence, discernment, and acceptance of personal responsibility for the 
viability of one’s life. It is hardiness—that mix of commitment, control, and 
challenge beliefs—that provides the motivation for regular engagement in 
transformational coping and sound health practices. Furthermore, hardiness 
leads to interaction with people by giving and getting assistance and encour-
agement, those two aspects of social support that also motivate transforma-
tional coping and sound health practices. 
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As shown by the two-sided arrows in Figure 3.1, the stress-resistance fac-
tors form a system in protecting persons from overwhelming anxiety and 
wellness breakdown. Th us, engaging in sound health practices and/or trans-
formational coping can increase hardiness, as can receiving the social support 
of assistance and encouragement from others. But it is hardiness that moti-
vates people to engage in an existentially eff ective manner in coping, health 
practices, and supportive social interaction. 

Individualism and Conformism 

As implied earlier, the level of hardiness learned in early life is crucial in the 
development of a person’s lifestyle, or periphery of personality (Maddi, 1996). 
In existential psychology, early development (Khoshaba & Maddi, 1999; 
Kobasa & Maddi, 1977) takes place when the child is young enough to be 
relatively unformed by experience and is therefore more strongly infl uenced 
by signifi cant others (such as parents) than will ever be true again. If hardiness 
is learned at this early stage, then a more personally initiated period of later 
development begins that continues throughout the life span. 

Th e fi rst stage of this later development is aestheticism, or hedonism 
(Kobasa & Maddi, 1977), which has emerged through factor-analytic research 
as an identifi able lifestyle associated with youth (Horley et al., 1988). For 
the fi rst time, youngsters feel free of parental pressures and rush to explore 
their freedom. Th e youngster lives in the moment, making no commitments 
and accepting none from others. Th ere is little concern for consequences, 
and responsibilities are minimized. However exhilarating this freedom may 
be, certain characteristic failure experiences also accumulate. Because no 
commitments are made or accepted, youngsters oft en end up feeling alone. 
Because only the moment is considered, there is little organization of experi-
ence into coherent directions. Having the strength of hardiness, youngsters 
can fi nally recognize this as insuffi  cient, a failure experience, and learn from 
it. Th is learning culminates in the disconfi rmation of aestheticism as a way 
of life. 

At this point, the idealistic phase of development begins (Kobasa & Maddi, 
1977). It is characterized by a perfectionistic insistence that things be com-
pletely good or completely bad and that good things last forever. If ideal-
ists love, they insist that it be perfect in its manifestations, and this includes 
professing that it will not end. Th ey require that admired fi gures, whether 
politicians or mentors, be completely admirable. Because no one and noth-
ing is perfect, the idealist is inevitably frustrated and disappointed. Having 
the strength of hardiness, however, leads to recognition of these failed experi-
ences and learning from them. Th is learning leads to the disconfi rmation of 
idealism as a way of life. 

What then emerges is the existential lifestyle ideal of authenticity (May, 
Angel, & Ellenberger, 1958) or individualism (Maddi, 1970, 1996), an 
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orientation that continues to deepen throughout the remainder of the life 
span. Factor-analytic research has identifi ed this “Promethean” lifestyle in 
mature adults (Horley et al., 1988). Th e following characteristics are indica-
tive of individualism: 

Self-defi nition: Having a mental life that permits comprehension of and 
infl uence over social and biological experiences 

Worldview: Believing that society is the creation of its citizens and prop-
erly in their service 

Functioning: Showing directional change, innovativeness, and continu-
ity over time 

Coping: Transforming changes into opportunities by seeking broader 
perspective and deeper understanding, as well as taking decisive 
actions 

Biological and social experiencing: Showing subtlety, taste, intimacy, 
and love 

Ontological anxiety (or doubt): Experiencing such feelings, though fre-
quent, as a natural concomitant of creating one’s own meaning and 
without undermining the decision-making process

Ontological guilt (or sense of missed opportunity): Having such feelings 
at a minimum 

Failure experiences: Accepting failures as natural and viewing them as 
opportunities for learning 

Experiential evaluation: Emphasizing that an experience is positive if 
it fi ts into one’s life pattern rather than if it can be expected to last 
forever 

Consider now youngsters who do not develop hardiness in early life. Th ey 
are best conceived of as never transcending this period of dependency into 
more self-determined development. Because they are not good at recogniz-
ing and learning from failures, they do not enter into or emerge from stages 
of aestheticism or idealism. And they certainly do not achieve authenticity, 
or individualism. Instead, they never stop being strongly infl uenced by the 
signifi cant others around them, fi nding little of themselves to work with. 
Th ey are aptly labeled conformists (Maddi, 1970) and show the following 
characteristics: 

Self-defi nition: Seeing themselves as nothing more than players of social 
roles and embodiments of biological needs 

Worldview: Perceiving society and biological needs as givens, and there-
fore universals, thereby leading to materialistic and pragmatic values 

Coping: Dealing with changes regressively, involving denial, external-
ization of blame, and avoidance by such means as distraction, or by 
fi ghting back
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Biological experiencing: Having fragmented and undiff erentiated 
relationships 

Social experiencing: Remaining contractual rather than intimate 
Ontological guilt: Having high guilt, expressed in feelings of worthless-

ness and insecurity, and the vague sense that there must be some-
thing more to life 

Failure experiences: Considering failures terrible and to be avoided at 
any cost, making it unlikely that anything can be learned from them 

Experiential evaluation: Emphasizing experiences as worthwhile only if 
they are predictable and can be expected to last forever 

Existential Stressors 

Individualists and conformists diff er sharply in their ability to tolerate stressful 
circumstances. Indeed, as indicated already, individualists actually encourage 
stressful changes through choosing the future regularly. But they avoid being 
debilitated by these self-induced changes through their hardiness (or cour-
age), and its motivation of transformational coping, sound health practices, 
and activistic social support. In contrast, conformists seldom encounter self-
induced changes because they regularly choose the past. 

But both individualists and conformists are likely to experience stressful cir-
cumstances that are not so much self-induced as imposed by external circum-
stances. Once again, individualists are likely to weather these externally imposed 
stressors well, because of their hardiness, transformational coping, and activistic 
social support. Because conformists are low in hardiness, which results in regres-
sive coping and contractual social relationships, unlike individuals they are espe-
cially vulnerable to wellness breakdown in the face of externally imposed stressors. 

Th e major categories of stresses to which conformists are vulnerable are 
social upheaval, threat of death, and imposed recognition of lifestyle super-
fi ciality (Maddi, 1967). Social upheavals can include the trickle-down eff ects 
of such things as economic recession, wartime disruption, and the transition 
from an industrial to an information society. Such social changes are espe-
cially stressful to conformists, who have been treating currently constituted 
society as absolute reality, which implies that it will never change. Th ey have 
also been treating their biological organism as an absolute reality, almost as if 
they implicitly believe they will live forever. Th us, the threat of death to them-
selves or someone closely related is a major stressor. 

Th e recognition of superfi ciality in their living is, of course, something 
conformists strenuously avoid. Th ey do not admit failures and bend every 
eff ort to avoid stressful problems. Th ey insist that their lives are fi ne, cover-
ing up their feelings of insecurity and worthlessness. So, recognition of the 
superfi ciality in their lifestyle will not happen unless it is forced on them by 
circumstances. A typical circumstance involves spouses, partners, or family 
members who are suff ering suffi  ciently from the conformists’ superfi ciality 
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to confront them and force the issue. Another circumstance emerges when 
conformists fail simultaneously in so many arenas of life that there is little or 
no way to deny or distract themselves from the fl ood of adverse information. 

Existential Sickness 

Whereas individualists have hardiness-based resources suffi  cient to weather 
the storm of major existential stressors, conformists do not have these 
resources. Experiencing major existential stressors, conformists are at risk 
of wellness breakdown in the form of physical illnesses, mental illnesses, or 
performance and conduct deterioration. What particular form the wellness 
breakdown takes may involve other factors besides personality (e.g., genetic 
vulnerabilities, immune system functioning). But existential psychology 
highlights disorders involving meaninglessness as one likely breakdown 
product of conformism under stress (Maddi, 1967). 

Th e most severe existential sickness is vegetativeness (Maddi, 1967). At the 
cognitive level, individuals suff ering from vegetativeness cannot fi nd anything 
they are doing or can imagine doing that seems interesting or worthwhile. At 
the emotional level, vegetativeness involves a continuing state of apathy and 
boredom, punctuated by periods of depression that become less frequent as 
the disorder is prolonged. And at the action level, vegetative people show a 
low level of activity that feels and appears aimless, without any direction. Th is 
vegetative pattern has been identifi ed through research and psychotherapy 
practice concerning personal meaning, where it is usually called depression 
(Farran, Herth, & Popovich, 1995; Fry, 1989, 1993). 

Nihilism is a less severe form of existential sickness because there remains 
some semblance of meaningfulness in the person’s life (Maddi, 1967). But it is 
paradoxical or antimeaning. At the cognitive level, the nihilist can fi nd mean-
ing only by disconfi rming anything that purports to have positive meaning. 
At the emotional level, nihilism characteristically involves anger, disgust, and 
cynicism. At the action level, the nihilistic person is competitive and combat-
ive, rather than having any self-determined direction (Heidrich & Ryff , 1993). 

Th e least severe form of existential sickness is adventurousness (Maddi, 
1967, 1970), in which some basis for positive meaning remains, but only 
through extreme, risky activities. At the cognitive level, everyday life seems 
empty, with vitality and importance reserved only for extreme, uncommon 
experiences. At the emotional level, adventurers are apathetic and bored in 
ordinary life, feeling excited, afraid, and alive when taking risks. At the action 
level, people suff ering from adventurousness oscillate between lackluster 
behavior and heroic intensities (Horley et al., 1988). 

Th e Paradox of Limitations on Possibility

Choosing the future as much as possible implies that everything is in the 
realm of possibility. Each step toward the future brings new experiences that 
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can change the way people think, feel, and act. In this fashion, individuals 
can engage in a continual process of self-renewal. Exhilarating though this 
may be to contemplate, it clearly is not completely so. Some things are not 
possible, at least not now (Maddi, 1988). For example, the physical limitation 
of anatomy and physiology does not permit childbirth for males. Someone 
whose legs have been amputated is not going to be a sprinter. It would not 
be wise to go swimming at the beach in a bathing suit during a North Pole 
winter. In the social realm, although laws may certainly be broken, doing so is 
likely to bring punishment. And even some social norms (which have not the 
status of laws), such as being polite to strangers, may be insistent enough to 
aff ect behavior universally. Furthermore, in the more strictly personal realm, 
some people may have developed in such a way as to value and require only 
honorable actions. For other people, honor may be unimportant by compari-
son with making money, with the latter requirement being unshakable. At any 
given point in time, everyone is a blend of both what is changeable and what 
is unchangeable in them. 

Personality as a Blend of Facticity and Possibility 

In a life, that which cannot be changed, at least at present, is its facticity 
(Sartre, 1956). Existentialists see personality as a blend of facticity and pos-
sibility (Kierkegaard, 1954). One source of facticity for persons is what seems 
unchangeable in their biology (e.g., height, sex), ecology (e.g, climate, geogra-
phy), and social system (e.g., laws, norms). Even more important than this as 
a source of facticity is the person’s own decision-making process. Whenever 
people choose the past, they give to their current ways of being (experienc-
ing and understanding) the status of givens in the sense that they implicitly 
or explicitly regard them as unshakeable truths or at least necessary condi-
tions. Even when one chooses the future, that may have the side eff ect of con-
tributing to facticity. Imagine making the future-oriented decisions that lead 
toward a particular career—say, to becoming a psychologist. Th ough future 
oriented in the sense of involving new experiences, these decisions may well 
preclude other possible careers, such as being a lawyer or an architect. As time 
goes on and the psychology career decisions accumulate into a defi nite direc-
tion, with its commitments and requirements, the other possible careers cease 
to be possibilities for all intents and purposes. Th ese no-longer-viable career 
options then become part of one’s facticity. Despite wondering whether these 
careers would have been better, one is no longer in a position to try them. 

It is the nature of facticity to haunt individuals in the form of ontologi-
cal guilt. When people second-guess their lives, wondering what might have 
been, this bittersweet process expresses their implicit or explicit recognition 
that through a decision-making pattern, they excluded (rendered as facticity) 
certain life paths that were originally possibilities. Th erefore, the best stance to 
take in living is to make eff orts to maximize possibility and minimize facticity 
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by choosing the future regularly (Maddi, 1988). Indeed, that which appears 
as a given today may be more amenable to change tomorrow. Laws, norms, 
convictions, and even physical and environmental limitations may change 
through human eff ort or be changed through natural evolution. Space travel, 
the information superhighway, a democratic form of government, and even 
sex changes, though barely imagined in the recent past, are now possibilities. 
Th ey are the result of choosing the future in a process rich with symbolization, 
imagination, and judgment. 

Compensatory Effort 

But pushing to maximize possibility by choosing the future does not mean 
that facticity can be shrunken to nonexistence. In even the most ideal life of 
individualism, there will be some facticity at any particular point in time. 
Individuals will not always be able to do what they want when they want to. 
Indeed, the natural aging process oft en brings with it increased physical, 
mental, and social facticity. In the physical realm, powers decline with age, 
as strength, endurance, vitality, and visual acuity diminish. Mentally, the 
aging process oft en brings memory, concentration, and fl exibility problems 
that appear to be physiologically based. Even socially, the death of loved ones, 
career retirement, and diminished income can increase facticity. 

Developmentally speaking, the major problem with facticity is that it may 
lead to bitterness toward a seemingly recalcitrant world or self-pity as a poor 
victim. Bitterness and self-pity, if strong and prolonged, can undermine har-
diness (Maddi, 1987, 1988). In turn, undermined hardiness robs persons of 
the vigor and motivation for choosing the future. If this failing of motivation 
increases the tendency to choose the past, this will only build even greater 
facticity and ontological guilt. Th e resulting greater conformism increases 
vulnerability for various forms of wellness breakdown, including existential 
sickness. What can be done to avoid this potentially undermining eff ect of 
facticity? 

Th e answer is the compensatory eff ort involved in pushing on to what-
ever areas of possibility remain, rather than ruing the loss of possibility that 
inheres in the facticity (Maddi, 1987, 1988). For example, when Sartre’s habit 
of writing manuscripts longhand was disrupted by failing vision, he sought to 
remain productive and infl uential by granting more media interviews. Notice 
that he did not regress to complaining about old age or decide to retire from 
intellectual work. Rather, he found another productive route to further devel-
opment through thoughts and their communication. As people age, it is wise 
for them to plan ahead for ways of compensating for physically, socially, and 
personally determined transitions or losses. At retirement age, and feeling 
the eff ects of physical decline, a patient who had been active in the account-
ing fi eld designed compensatory eff ort that worked for him. Good at “fi xing 
things” and interested in how people learn, he planned to give free workshops 
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for children wherein he would show them how to repair their broken toys and 
equipment. Also relevant is the case of the elderly woman, feeling bereft  at the 
death of her longtime husband, who volunteers at the local settlement house, 
rather than sitting home alone regretfully. 

How can one distinguish facticity from possibility (Maddi, 1988)? 
Sometimes, as in the case of physical limitation or loss through death, there is 
little diffi  culty in determining what is a given. In other cases, however, it may 
be more diffi  cult to be sure whether a situation really qualifi es as a given. For 
example, in troubled marriages, one or both spouses may have concluded too 
easily that the problem is that the other cannot or will not change. Th is view 
may be a convenient fi ction masking the real problem, which may include an 
unwillingness to confront and change one’s own contribution to the problem, 
an unrealistic view of marriage as perfect union, and a failing of empathy for 
the other’s unhappiness. What is needed in this case is not a misguided accep-
tance of facticity but vigorous symbolization, imagination, and judgment, the 
better to choose the future of marriage improvement. Only if and when vigor-
ous, discerning eff orts to improve the marriage have failed repeatedly does 
it make sense to conclude that the mismatch is facticity. And at that point, 
compensatory eff ort is called for, whether that leads to divorce or some other 
mutually acceptable alternative.

Existential Psychotherapy

Th e overall goal of existential psychotherapy is to facilitate in the client 
regular choices of the future through vigorous symbolization, imagination 
(Maddi, 1996). In other words, the therapy fosters the individuation lifestyle. 
Instrumental to this goal, the therapy needs to increase the client’s recogni-
tion of the inevitability of choices in life, importance of choosing the future 
regularly, and role of hardiness (or courage) in mastering ontological anxiety. 
Further, the therapy must actually build hardiness in the client. Th e over-
all goal and instrumentalities mentioned are important in existential psy-
chotherapy regardless of whether the client’s presenting problem constitutes 
conformism alone or is the breakdown product of this nonideal lifestyle into 
existential sickness of the vegetative, nihilistic, or adventurous sort.

Th ere are a few techniques that are specialized to existential psychotherapy 
for helping persons recognize the decisions that have led them where they 
are, take responsibility for those decisions, and engage in corrective, future-
oriented decisions. Among them is paradoxical intention (Frankl, 1963), in 
which clients are encouraged to exaggerate their uncontrollable symptoms 
and in that manner bring them under volitional control. Also used is derefl ec-
tion (Frankl, 1963), in which clients excessively preoccupied with their own 
painful emotions are encouraged to attend to external circumstances in order 
to focus outside themselves. When clients seem to believe they are incapa-
ble of changing, some existentialists (Binswanger, 1963) greet this view with 
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the insistent question “why?” until the excuses are exhausted and personal 
responsibility for decision making is taken.

More generally, in attempting to deepen existential insights and related 
actions, existential psychotherapists rely on a combination of empathic listen-
ing and strategic interpretation (Maddi, 1996; Yalom, 1980). Th e psychothera-
peutic stance is both present oriented and confrontational. In emphasizing the 
present, existential therapy does not ignore the way in which past experience 
infl uences people’s perception and interpretation of the present. Th is does not 
mean, however, that what is happening now is seen as a mere refl ection or 
repeating of some unresolved confl ict from the past. Rather, the present is 
regarded as very real, and the client needs to take responsibility for the pres-
ent situation rather than using the past as an excuse. Th is emphasis on the 
present in doing psychotherapy diff erentiates the existential approach from 
Freudian psychoanalysis. In being confrontational, existential psychotherapy 
aims to force clients to recognize and take responsibility for their ongoing 
decision-making pattern, and change it if necessary. Th us, the interpreta-
tions do not concern unresolved confl icts from the past so much as failures 
to choose the future when that could be done. Th is approach diff erentiates 
existential psychotherapy from Freudian psychoanalysis on the basis of the 
nature of interpretations and from a Rogerian client-centered approach on the 
basis of reliance on confrontations. 

In recent years, a training technique for building hardiness has been intro-
duced (Khoshaba & Maddi, 2001; Maddi, 1987, 1996), which can be used for 
individual clients or small groups (Maddi, 1987, 1996). Th e fi rst step in this 
procedure teaches clients how to recognize the small and large, acute and 
chronic, stressful circumstances in their lives. Th e second step involves learn-
ing the mental skills of transformational coping. To do this, the client works 
on one current stressful circumstance at a time, with a technique called situ-
ational reconstruction, in order to construe and consider alternatives to what 
is actually taking place. Specifi cally, clients imagine scenarios in which the 
circumstance could be better and worse than it is and consider what they can 
do to encourage the better and discourage the worse. Th en, refl ecting on what 
they have done, clients try to put the stressful circumstance in a broader per-
spective and understand it more deeply. If they have diffi  culty progressing 
in this task, clients supplement their eff orts with a second technique called 
focusing (Gendlin, 1962). Involving a way of turning inward by sensitizing 
oneself to bodily reactions, focusing is used to explore emotions aroused by 
the stressful circumstance that may not be fully appreciated by the client and 
therefore stand in the way of stress resolution. Emotional insights obtained in 
this way are used to facilitate the ongoing process of transformational coping.

If clients emerge from this mental coping process with broadened perspec-
tive and deepened understanding concerning the stressful circumstance, they 
are ready to take the third, or action, step of transformational coping. Th is step 



74 • Th e Human Quest for Meaning

involves developing and carrying out an action plan aimed at transforming 
the stressful circumstance to advantage through future-oriented decisions.

Th ere is a special case in which no amount of eff ort through situational 
reconstruction and focusing works in producing a viable action plan. In 
this case, the client is permitted to conclude that the stressful circumstance 
is facticity, and then the coping eff ort shift s toward compensatory eff ort. 
Accordingly, clients are encouraged to fi nd another stressful problem to work 
on that is linked in their minds to the one that cannot be changed. Th ey work 
on this compensatory problem with the same tools of situational reconstruc-
tion and focusing, hoping to arrive at the end point of broadened perspective, 
deepened understanding, and an action plan to be carried out.

By whichever route, the actions taken engender feedback. Th e sources of 
feedback are clients’ own reactions to themselves as actors, the reactions to 
clients by observers, and the eff ects of the actions on the circumstance. Th e 
feedback from these sources is the major building block of the hardiness com-
ponents of commitment, control, and challenge. Typically, clients fi nd that the 
feedback received from decisive eff orts to transform problems into opportuni-
ties incline them to feel more involved, infl uential, and insightful. Th e train-
ing procedure increases hardiness as the entire process described is repeated 
for the major stressful circumstances in clients’ lives.

Recently added to the coping emphasis of hardiness training are tech-
niques for enhancing socially supportive interactions and eff ective self-care 
(Khoshaba & Maddi, 2001). As to increasing social support, trainees are put 
through exercises that involve identifying confl icts with signifi cant others, 
resolving these confl icts, and replacing them with a pattern of giving and get-
ting assistance and encouragement (Khoshaba & Maddi, 2001). As to eff ective 
self-care, to facilitate coping eff orts trainees go through exercises involv-
ing relaxation, eating, and exercise patterns that moderate arousal levels 
(Khoshaba & Maddi, 2001). Once again, trainees learn how to use the feed-
back from these experiences to enhance the hardiness attitudes of commit-
ment, control, and challenge.

Carefully controlled research is accumulating that demonstrates the eff ec-
tiveness of the hardiness training approach (now called HardiTraining) in 
enhancing the objectively measured performance and health of college stu-
dents and working adults (Maddi, 1987; Maddi, Harvey, Khoshaba, Fazel, & 
Resurreccion, 2009; Maddi, Khoshaba, Jensen, Carter, Lu, & Harvey, 2002). 
Further, the hardiness assessment and training techniques summarized 
in the foregoing discussion are now available for trainees on the Internet. 
Specifi cally, regarding assessment, http://www.HardinessInstitute.com makes 
available the HardiSurvey III-R, a 65-item questionnaire that when com-
pleted yields a comprehensive report, with recommendations, concerning 
one’s hardiness attitudes (which constitute the existential courage and moti-
vation to do the hard work of turning stresses to advantage), and hardiness 
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skills (problem-solving coping, socially supportive interactions, and eff ective 
self-care). In addition, regarding HardiTraining, http://www.HardiTraining.
coursehost.com makes available the entire set of training exercises, along with 
informative case-study examples and self-evaluation procedures. Along with 
its overall emphasis on hardiness attitudes, this training can also be used to 
also emphasize hardy coping, hardy social support, and hardy self-care or 
some combination of these skills.

Suggestions About the Aims and Process of Psychotherapy 

As indicated earlier, existential psychotherapy applies to a wide range of 
emotional and behavioral problems. Th e approach is particularly relevant, 
however, to emotional and behavioral expressions of anxiety or depression 
signifi cant enough to be regarded as psychopathology. 

It is, of course, the existential position that some anxiety is endemic to 
living and is not a reason for psychotherapy. But there is a problem when 
anxiety becomes so intense that living is grossly disrupted and choosing the 
future becomes intolerable. In this pattern, the anxious person is also playing 
it safe behaviorally. Th is motivation is certainly the case in phobias, obsessive- 
compulsive patterns, and levels of free-fl oating anxiety that jeopardize work-
ing, family relationships, ability to sleep, and the like. In pathological levels 
of anxiety, the underlying problem is likely to be insuffi  cient hardiness (exis-
tentia1 courage) to tolerate the uncertainty of choosing the future regularly. 
Here, the client has most likely not yet fallen into the morass of guilt and 
depression that grows as shrinking from the future solidifi es into choosing 
the past pervasively. 

Existential psychologists also believe that all people carry around some 
ontological guilt because even in a future-oriented life pattern, some paths 
originally possible were precluded by the paths actually taken. So, occasional 
bittersweet ruminations over what might have been do not indicate psycho-
pathology and the need for psychotherapy. To the contrary, such ruminations 
can have a developmentally salutary eff ect through encouraging reconsid-
eration of ongoing life patterns and decisions. When depression, meaning-
lessness, and hopelessness mount to the point where behavioral vigor and 
future-oriented decision making is jeopardized, however, psychotherapy is 
needed. Sometimes, this level of depression and malaise is indirectly expressed 
as what was previously called vegetativeness. As also indicated earlier, less 
severe, more disguised forms of the depression, called existential sickness, are 
nihilism (with its emphasis on antimeaning) and adventurousness (with its 
avoidance of boredom through excessive risk taking). 

Vegetativeness, nihilism, and adventurousness are serious forms of exis-
tential sickness. Th ey refl ect a lifetime of choosing the past and the result-
ing pattern of conformity. But this pattern has been undermined by one or 
more traumatic events that have stripped the protective conformist coating 
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from around this decision-making limitation. Adventurousness and nihilism 
express a desperate second line of defense against full recognition of the prob-
lem of having chosen the past too much, whereas in vegetativeness there is not 
even this defensiveness left . 

A two-step process is recommended for clients with anxiety or depression 
pathology. Th e fi rst step involves their gaining insight into the existential basis 
of their emotional and behavioral problems. Th is can usually be facilitated by 
the therapist through a combination of empathy for the client as a poignant 
expression of human suff ering and strategic interpretations aimed at illumi-
nating the decision-making process that has led to and perpetuates this suf-
fering (Maddi, 1996). Th erapists can feel successful in this eff ort when clients 
recognize that their lives and the meaning therein are of their own making 
and that the architect of the good life is future-oriented decision making. 

Having achieved insight, clients then need the courage to actually live a life 
of their own making. Th is is the second psychotherapeutic step and involves 
hardiness training (Khoshaba & Maddi, 2001; Maddi, 1987). One way this 
training helps is by engendering skills of transformational coping that are 
useful whenever choosing the future leads to disruptive changes that must 
be turned to advantage in order to manage anxiety suffi  ciently to derive the 
benefi t from new experiences. Also, clients learn to appraise themselves as 
approaching interaction with the world with a sense of commitment, control, 
and challenge. Th is helps them to avoid alienation, powerlessness, and threat. 
Finally, hardiness training encourages social interaction patterns of giving 
and getting assistance and encouragement, rather than overprotection and 
competition. Th ese changes in coping, self-perception, and social interaction 
patterns will not only diminish anxiety and depression but also orient the cli-
ent toward self-renewal.

Th ere are defi nite signs indicating when the psychotherapeutic process 
is complete. One sign is that in place of debilitating anxiety or depression is 
emotional and behavioral vitality. Another sign is the substitution of future-
oriented for past-oriented decision making. Th e capstone is when clients 
assume responsibility for their own lives despite all the outside pressures that 
can easily be blamed for what happens to them, accept that they are ultimately 
alone in their subjectivity despite wonderfully stimulating eff orts at intimacy, 
and face that they will ultimately die despite the heroism involved in creating 
meaning by choosing the future (Maddi, 2002; Yalom, 1980).

Conclusions

Developing steadily, existential psychology now has extensive positions on 
personality, development, psychopathology, and psychotherapy. Needless to 
say, these positions all need to be further elaborated. By now, there is also 
increasing research on personal meaning; that is, on individual diff erences in 
it, its role in structuring life, and ways of changing it (e.g., Baumeister et al., 
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1995; Debats, Drost, & Hansen, 1995; DePaola & Ebersole, 1995; Emmons, 
1995; Fry, 1992; Korotkov & Hannah, 1994; Maddi, 2002; Midlarsky & 
Kahana, 1994; Nikula, Klinger, & Larson-Gutman, 1993; Palys & Little, 1983; 
Ryff  & Keyes, 1995; Sheldon & Emmons, 1995; Wong, 1995). Th e results of 
such research are taking their place alongside recent insights gained through 
doing psychotherapy as the impetus for further development of the existen-
tial position (Fabry, 1982, 1988; Farran et al., 1995; Fry, 1992; Hermans, 1995; 
Ishiyama, 1995a, 1995b; Lukas, 1990, 1991; Maddi, 1987; Yalom, 1980). Th e 
coming years should be exciting ones in this area. 
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Th e challenge of pursuing, developing, and maintaining a sense of life’s mean-
ing is an undeniable part of human existence. Prominent scholars have sug-
gested that struggling to fi nd meaning in life is centrally important and may 
be inherent to all people (Binswanger, 1963; Boss, 1963; Frankl, 1978; Klinger, 
1977; Reker, Peacock, & Wong, 1987). Frankl (1978) went as far as to propose 
that seeking meaning is the core motivation for human beings and is crucial 
not only for well-being but for survival. Such perspectives clearly emphasize 
that meaning is a central aspect of human development and a defi ning feature 
of personhood. 

Given the rich literature on human meaning and the postulate of its central 
importance in living, in this chapter we refl ect on this literature from the per-
spective of self-determination theory (SDT; Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 
2000b). We believe there are several contributions to be made by investigating 
meaning through the lens of SDT. 

Th e fi rst concerns the process of meaning making. SDT potentially off ers 
insights and hypotheses concerning the motivated processes of assimilation, 
integration, and symbolization, all processes that are centrally involved in 
meaning making. 

Th e second issue concerns the social environment that can aid or impair 
the tendency to assimilate and integrate new meanings. SDT suggests spe-
cifi c social-contextual supports that conduce to a person deeply internalizing 
meanings, values, and practices, as well as other social-contextual factors that 
undermine the tendency toward internalization. 

A third issue addresses the contents of the meanings or life purposes that 
people endorse as most important. Research based on SDT has revealed that 
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certain life meanings or purposes are more easily integrated, and thus more 
likely to foster wellness, than are others. Stated diff erently, not all meanings or 
purposes in life, even when strongly personally valued, are likely to be associ-
ated with well-being. Moreover, SDT describes some of the social conditions 
that drive people to buy into compensatory meanings and life goals, to the 
neglect of others that might be more benefi cial. 

A fourth issue, although perhaps less oft en discussed in the meaning lit-
erature, concerns whether meaning is itself a basic human need, as has been 
suggested by some (e.g., Andersen, Chen, & Carter, 2000; Frankl, 1978), and if 
not, how it relates to those central needs that are posited within SDT as essen-
tial to psychological health and well-being. Because SDT has a very specifi c 
theory of what constitutes a need, it is interesting to consider how the concept 
of meaning relates to that conception of needs.

Th e Meaning of Meaning

Before turning to SDT and its theoretical account of meaning, it is important 
to take a moment to consider what the term meaning conveys. People typically 
have an intuitive sense that the term meaning (or “life meaning”) refers to the 
degree to which individuals have a sense that they are living (or have lived) 
their lives in meaningful, fulfi lling, and satisfying ways. Th us, as they refl ect 
on their lives, they feel a sense that what they have done has been deeply satis-
fying and worthwhile. Indeed, this is how many writers have either explicitly 
or implicitly defi ned the term. Yet it is important to recognize that there is 
also another conceptual defi nition of meaning in the literature. Specifi cally, 
the concept has also been used to convey that people have a valued life purpose. 
When so used, the term meaning indicates that particular goals are impor-
tant or meaningful to the person, goals that would likely, if achieved, allow 
the individual to feel that he or she has lived meaningfully. Th at is, having a 
purpose can be satisfying and can indeed give meaning to life. Th e distinction 
between these two conceptual defi nitions of meaning is important to keep in 
mind because diff erent parts of the literature on meaning have tended to use 
one versus the other of these conceptualizations. 

Self-Determination Th eory: Motivation and Meaning

SDT (Deci & Ryan, 1985b; Ryan & Deci, 2000b) is an empirically grounded 
theory of human motivation and personality development. As an organismic 
theory in the tradition of Goldstein (1939), Rogers (1963), Loevinger (1976), 
and others, SDT was built upon a general assumption that human beings have a 
deep-rooted organismic tendency toward self-organization and psychological 
integration (see Ryan, 1995). Within SDT, integration is considered an inher-
ent growth tendency that is manifest in the phenomena of both intrinsically 
motivated activities and the internalization and assimilation of ambient social 
values and practices. Furthermore, empirical fi ndings concerning factors that 
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facilitate or undermine motivation and wellness have led to the SDT proposi-
tion that humans share at least three basic psychological needs—the needs for 
competence, autonomy, and relatedness—that must be satisfi ed for the healthy 
functioning of these inherent growth and integrative tendencies. 

Intrinsic Motivation

According to SDT, humans are liberally endowed with a propensity to actively 
engage, understand, and master both their inner and outer environments. 
White (1959) referred to the inherent motivational basis for mastery-oriented 
activity as eff ectance motivation, which is more commonly called intrinsic 
motivation (Deci, 1975; Harlow, 1950). Th e concept of intrinsic motivation 
applies to those activities that are inherently rewarding and thus not depen-
dent on external incentives or pressures for their occurrence. Intrinsic motiva-
tion is apparent when people act simply because doing so yields spontaneous 
experiences of interest and enjoyment. Th us, intrinsic motivation is the chief 
propellant for play, exploration, and creative acts, as these are typically done 
because they are interesting or “fun.” When intrinsically motivated, individu-
als willingly expose themselves to new environments, pursue optimal chal-
lenges, and develop new skills and knowledge. Because of this deeply evolved, 
spontaneous form of motivation, individuals are naturally set on a develop-
mental course toward psychological growth. 

Th e importance of postulating intrinsic motivation as an element in human 
nature is that it specifi es one of the central organismic foundations for growth 
and, accordingly, the development of meaning. In contrast to theories that 
have argued that meaning and coherence are imputed to the person entirely 
by the contingencies of reinforcement in the environment (e.g., Skinner, 1953) 
or imprinted on the persons through cultural transmission (e.g., Markus & 
Kitayama, 1991), the postulate of intrinsic motivation implies an active ele-
ment within individuals that energizes exploration, learning, and the mak-
ing sense of one’s surroundings. Studies have found, for example, that when 
intrinsically motivated, people engage in deeper learning, more creativity, 
and more persistent mastery attempts, (e.g., Collins & Amabile, 1999; Deci, 
Schwartz, Sheinman, & Ryan, 1981; Grolnick & Ryan, 1987; Koestner, Ryan, 
Bernieri, & Holt, 1984). Stated diff erently, intrinsic motivation plays a critical 
role in propelling the exploration of people’s inner and outer worlds and thus, 
we suggest, in the processes through which they can create meaning. 

Organismic Integration and the Self

Intrinsic motivation is, however, just one aspect of the human tendency toward 
development and self-organization (e.g., Piaget, 1971; Ryan, 1993, 1995). A sec-
ond important focus of integration is the deeply evolved and natural human 
tendency to internalize ambient social mores, beliefs, and practices, and when 
possible to eff ectively synthesize these into the self (Rogoff , 2003; Ryan, 1995). 
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Successful internalization allows people to become more adaptive and integrated 
into the social world while at the same time experiencing greater coherence in 
their beliefs, values, and behaviors. Conversely, failures of internalization result 
in experiences of alienation, confl ict, and/or maladaptation (see Ryan, Deci, 
Grolnick, & La Guardia, 2006). Th at is, the more individuals are able to eff ec-
tively assimilate and synthesize social practices and values, the more they will 
be able to experience a sense of both autonomy and belonging in their interper-
sonal and cultural contexts (Ryan, 1995) or, as Angyal (1965) would have put 
it, to experience both autonomy (inner integration, or self-organization) and 
homonomy (integration into a larger world that transcends the self).

When Integration Is Incomplete: External Regulations 
and Introjected Meanings

Although there is a general tendency toward assimilation and integration, 
all too frequently ambient social practices and values to which a person is 
exposed are not well internalized or integrated. In fact, many social mores, 
behaviors, and values are imposed or forced on individuals, or in other cases 
simply “swallowed whole,” but not well assimilated. When pressured and con-
trolled, people may enact externally valued behaviors or express socially pre-
scribed meanings simply to gain a sense of approval, avoid guilt or shame, or 
receive social rewards, all without ever truly accepting the values and behav-
iors as their own (Deci, Eghrari, Patrick, & Leone, 1994). 

Th e idea that internalization varies in degree is illustrated in Figure 4.1, 
which displays the SDT model of internalization (see Ryan & Connell, 1989; 
Vallerand, 1997). On the far left  of the fi gure a complete absence of internal-
ization is apparent in amotivation, which applies whenever the person feels 
either no value for the behavior or no competence to enact it (e.g., feels help-
less). To the right, a very impoverished level of internalization is represented as 
external regulation, which is in evidence when social values and practices are 
controlled by outside rewards and punishments. When externally regulated, 
people are likely only to act when prompted, rewarded, or controlled, and they 

Amotivation External
regulation 

Introjected
regulation 

Identified
regulation 

Integrated
regulation 

No competence
and/or value

for the behavior 

Behavior is
done to get
rewards or

avoid sanctions 

Behavior is
done to

experience
approval or
pride or to

avoid
shame/guilt 

Behavior is
personally

endorsed as
important and

valued 

Behavior is both
valued and

synthesized with
other

identifications 

Increasing integration and autonomy

Figure 4.1 The internalization continuum: integration of extrinsic motives and cultural values.
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do not “own” the behaviors or values they enact. Somewhat more internaliza-
tion is evident in introjected regulation, which refl ects an incomplete inter-
nalization of values and regulations. Introjection is typically manifest as an 
internal pressure to behave in particular ways or to attain certain standards 
or outcomes in order to maintain feelings of self-worth (Deci & Ryan, 1985b; 
Ryan & Brown, 2003; Ryan & Connell, 1989). Th us, when introjected, people 
act to avoid shame or guilt or, oppositely, to feel self-aggrandizement or pride. 

When individuals act for external or introjected (i.e., controlled) reasons, 
the quality of the behaviors and feelings of well-being are inferior to when 
they have integrated the values and behaviors to a fuller degree. For example, 
studies have shown that students whose reasons for learning were external 
or introjected displayed poorer conceptual understanding of the material, 
had lower positive aff ect, were less likely to use proactive coping, did more 
poorly on exams, and reported greater anxiety about failing than did students 
whose motivation was more fully internalized (Black & Deci, 2000; Ryan & 
Connell, 1989). With respect to religious practices, Ryan, Rigby, and King 
(1993) found that churchgoers with introjected motivation for their religious 
behaviors experienced lower mental health, including greater anxiety, more 
somatic complaints, more symptoms of depression, and lower self-esteem, 
than did those individuals with more fully internalized motivation. More 
recently, a study of depressed clients in psychotherapy with poorly internal-
ized motivation for participating in therapy showed poorer outcomes than 
did clients with more fully internalized motivation (Zuroff  et al., 2007). Even 
behaviors as specifi c as New Year’s resolutions are less likely to be maintained 
two months later if the motivation for the resolution was not well internalized 
(Greenstein & Koestner, 1996). 

When regulations have been more fully internalized or integrated, 
actions emerge more from people’s sense of self than from environmental 
or self-imposed pressures. In Figure 4.1 identifi ed regulations represent the 
idea that people can act from goals and values that they have identifi ed with 
and that they experience as refl ective of the self. Identifi cations can be fur-
ther internalized when they are integrated, or brought into coherence with 
the individual’s other values and identifi ed regulatory structures. Integrated 
regulation is, from a theoretical and empirical point of view, nearly as autono-
mous as intrinsic motivation because it is experienced as emanating from, 
and endorsed by, the self. In the broadest sense, this means that when the 
diff erent aspects of personality and experience work harmoniously as a united 
whole, individuals experience a more profound sense of psychological health 
and well-being (Allport, 1937; Deci & Ryan, 1991), including greater vitality 
(Ryan & Frederick, 1997), self-actualization (Shostrom, 1964), and self-esteem 
(Seeman, 1983). Under these circumstances, we expect that people will experi-
ence a greater sense of meaning in their lives—that is, a greater sense that they 
are or have been living in a fulfi lling, satisfying, and worthwhile way.
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Promoting Intrinsic Motivation and Integration: 
Basic Psychological Need Satisfaction

SDT proposes that although people are inherently equipped with the natu-
ral tendencies toward intrinsic motivation and integrated internalizations, 
the robustness of these tendencies is a function of specifi c supports. In fact, 
SDT identifi es a specifi c set of nutriments that are necessary for these growth-
related processes to function eff ectively—namely, the satisfaction of the basic 
psychological needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness. Specifi cation 
of these needs occurred empirically, for they seemed necessary to provide a 
deep and satisfactory interpretation of the results from dozens of social psy-
chological studies on intrinsic motivation and integration (see Deci & Ryan, 
2000) in Western, equalitarian cultures as well as Eastern, traditional cultures 
(e.g., Chirkov, Ryan, Kim, & Kaplan, 2003; Ryan, La Guardia, Solky-Butzel, 
Chirkov, & Kim, 2005).

Th e need for competence refers to the necessity of people being and feeling 
eff ective in acting on the world (White, 1959). Th is involves the perceptions 
that their actions will bring about desired outcomes, that they can master 
challenges, and that they have and will continue to acquire competencies. Th e 
social environment supports people’s competence by providing positive and 
constructive feedback and by calibrating activities to be optimally challenging. 

Th e need for autonomy refers to the evolved importance to people of expe-
riencing their behavior as self-organized and, therefore, accompanied by a 
sense of volition and self-endorsement. When that is the case, people experi-
ence personal congruence and perceive the locus of causality for their actions 
to be internal (de Charms, 1968; Ryan & Connell, 1989). Th e social environ-
ment supports people’s autonomy by encouraging actions that are in accord 
with their true selves, as opposed to those that merely serve others’ selfi sh 
desires or expectations.

Th e need for relatedness refers to the inherent requirement of feeling close 
and connected to others in the world and of caring for and being cared for by 
them. Relatedness is refl ected in having trusting relationships with signifi -
cant others and having a sense of belonging to valued groups or organizations. 
Social environments provide relational supports to people by relating openly 
and authentically to them and by expressing caring and concern.

Th eoretically, SDT sees the natural propensities for intrinsic motivation, 
internalization, and integration as requiring basic psychological nutriments 
or need satisfactions in order to be maintained and nourished. When indi-
viduals’ psychological needs are satisfi ed, they experience interest, enjoyment, 
and engagement, and their experience and behavior can become more orga-
nized, integrated, and coherent. Numerous studies have shown that basic need 
satisfaction promotes both intrinsic motivation and integration (e.g., Deci, 
Koestner, & Ryan, 1999; Ryan & Deci, 2000a). Further, studies have shown 
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that need satisfaction, as it nourishes intrinsic motivation and organismic 
integration, also leads individuals to a general sense of wellness (e.g., Baard, 
Deci, & Ryan, 2004). When the environment allows individuals to satisfy their 
needs, they can begin to pursue a course that is fi lled with deep feelings of 
both meaning and aliveness (e.g., Ryan & Frederick, 1997). In this way, basic 
psychological needs provide nutriments essential for psychological health and 
well-being. Conversely, when need satisfactions are thwarted, the integrative 
tendencies refl ected in intrinsic motivation and internalization will be nega-
tively impacted; in addition, well-being will be diminished.

For example, Sheldon, Ryan, and Reis (1996) and Reis, Sheldon, Gable, 
Roscoe, and Ryan (2000) used experience-sampling methods to demonstrate 
important relations between need satisfaction and well-being, such that on 
days in which individuals experienced greater psychological need satisfaction 
they also experienced more well-being, including positive aff ect and vitality. 
At the individual-diff erence level, greater need satisfaction was also related 
to more well-being. Over extended periods of time, the satisfaction of basic 
psychological needs has related to such indicators of psychological health as 
lower anxiety and higher self-esteem and to health in various life domains, 
including work and home (Baard et al., 2004; Lynch, Plant, & Ryan, 2005).

Perhaps more important with respect to the literature on meaning making 
is the body of SDT research showing that environments that support the satis-
faction of basic needs for autonomy and competence facilitate intrinsic moti-
vation, and those that satisfy all three needs are essential for the promotion of 
internalization and integration (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Th is research suggests, 
as we shall elaborate, that the processes essential to meaning making can be 
either promoted or forestalled by the social and cultural climates in which an 
individual is embedded.

Meaning and Self-Determination Th eory

Having presented several components of SDT, we now address various issues 
and questions related to meaning and provide an interpretation of each. 
Meaning has been described as a “prism of mental representations of expected 
relations that organizes . . . perceptions of the world“ (Heine, Proulx, & Vohs, 
2006, p. 88). Similarly, Reker and Wong (1988) suggested that meaning mak-
ing involves an individual’s search for a clear understanding of his or her 
experiences. Th e questions we address concern how these self-created frame-
works for understanding, coherence, and purpose relate to fundamental moti-
vational processes and the satisfaction of psychological needs.

The Process of Meaning Making

Th e process of understanding and making connections in the service of syn-
thesizing experiences is essential for growth, well-being, and meaning mak-
ing. Although diff erent theorists have used distinctive language to describe 
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meaning and the processes that produce it, a common theme is that mean-
ing making is a process of understanding and integration (e.g., Frankl, 1959; 
Heine et al., 2006; Johnson, 1987; Reker & Wong, 1988). Th e process of devel-
oping meaning arises from people’s desire to create the coherence and mastery 
that allows experiences to fi t into place with one another and that provides a 
sense of purpose and direction, rather than alienation or anomie. Th is view 
of meaning making through integration operates in relation to meaning 
whether defi ned in terms of having purposes to which one is dedicated or of 
having an overall sense of one’s life being fulfi lled and worthwhile, for each 
requires the bringing together of elements and interpreting them in a coherent 
and satisfying way. Th rough examining and integrating one’s experiences one 
can understand how they relate to one’s purposes, thus helping to advance the 
purposes and bringing the experiences into the kind of coherence that gives 
one’s life greater fulfi llment. 

SDT proposes that the underlying motivation to understand and integrate 
is a universal characteristic of people, transcending generations and cultures. 
Everywhere the tendencies toward interested engagement and organismic 
integration are characteristic of people despite the surface diversity of cultures 
and belief systems. As people’s curiosity is sparked by novel, complex, intrigu-
ing possibilities, they pursue those possibilities out of interest, seeking chal-
lenges, and exploring themselves within their world. Th e integrative function 
works with the experiences, acquired knowledge, and internalized values to 
facilitate a more elaborated sense of self, along with feelings of having pur-
pose and experiencing personal meaningfulness. Integration further supplies 
a foundation for autonomous actions, that is, actions that are in accord with 
underlying values, purposes, and meanings (Ryan & Deci, 2004). In fact, this 
process of organismic integration is not only a characteristic but also a defi n-
ing element of the self (Deci & Ryan, 1991; Ryan, 1995). 

As described by SDT, then, the meaning-making process is intrinsic to our 
natures and responsible for helping individuals create what Dittmann-Kohli 
(1991) called a coherent life course. Th us, it involves making ongoing choices 
that are in accordance with values, engaging in actions fully, and working to 
integrate meanings with one’s sense of self, which is viewed by other existen-
tial thinkers as essential for self-congruity and authenticity (e.g., Camus, 1942; 
Maslow, 1962). As individuals internalize and integrate new experiences, val-
ues, and behaviors, they experience greater internal harmony, purpose, and 
wholeness (Ryan & Deci, 2001). 

An important aspect of meaning making is that it is an active and motivated 
process of not only externally but also internally focused inquiry. Fry (1998) 
described this process when suggesting that self-refl ection and self-awareness 
are essential for meaning making and its maintenance. Wong (1998b) simi-
larly stated that people must be inquisitive and open in order to fi nd meaning 
in their lives. Th ese assertions are shared by SDT, which maintains that it is 
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necessary to explore and question oneself and one’s own reactions to the world 
in order to develop the connections that facilitate autonomy and give mean-
ing to life. Moreover, SDT suggests that meaning will be facilitated by mind-
fulness, by an open, receptive awareness (Brown & Ryan, 2003). Th is notion 
highlights important aspects of the integrative function and the meaning-
making process. Th at is, from the SDT perspective meaning making involves 
becoming aware of what is occurring within and without and engaging in 
autonomous, or self-endorsed, activities. 

Development, Meaning, and Self-Determination Theory

Understanding and synthesizing, and thus making meaning, is clearly crucial 
for fl ourishing and for adaptive, growth-oriented development across the life 
span (Frankl, 1959; Reker & Fry, 2003; Reker & Wong, 1988). Because this 
process is sensitive and responsive to new and signifi cant experiences, the 
directions it takes may repeatedly be changing over time. In other words, to 
the degree individuals are open and nondefensive (Hodgins & Knee, 2002), 
they may be reframing and reevaluating their personal meanings with some 
regularity. In part, this is because people’s internal and external environments 
change through time, and they face a multitude of new challenges to existing 
beliefs and ways of living. With each experience comes the opportunity to 
integrate new values, beliefs, aff ects, or perceptions into one’s sense of self. 
In the SDT view, every experience may be more or less eff ectively organized 
so that it is not only internally consistent but also brought into a harmonious 
relation with other aspects of the self, even ones that are potentially in confl ict 
with it. Th us, it can be expected that given time, individuals who agree to take 
up the challenge of opening themselves to these experiences will develop an 
increasingly complex and integrated self. 

Considerable research suggests that psychological development does in 
fact involve a general movement toward greater internalization and auton-
omy (e.g., C. L. Chandler & Connell, 1987; Ryan & Connell, 1989), and we 
argue that with internalization and greater autonomy comes a greater sense of 
meaning. Yet, for the natural integrative process to function eff ectively with 
people moving toward greater meaning, they must experience ongoing sup-
ports in the form of satisfaction of their basic psychological needs for com-
petence, autonomy, and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2000). Conversely, social 
environments that thwart these basic needs can derail the process of growth 
and move the individuals away from a course of understanding, creativity, 
and integrity. 

As people experience need supports, their intrinsic activity and integrative 
tendencies are buttressed and their experience of life meaning are enhanced. 
Fry (1998) similarly proposed that supportive, sharing relationships and a 
trusting and accepting atmosphere is important, even necessary, for adoles-
cents to have courage to explore the experiences that make sense or provide 
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meaning (see also Harré 1984; Meacham, 1989). Fry added that children 
and adolescents must grow up with caregivers who value them, have faith in 
them, and encourage them to pursue creative and self-expanding tasks. Fry 
(1998) also proposed that adolescents’ sense of personal meaning depends on 
encouragement for describing, questioning, and doubting their beliefs, val-
ues, and experiences—in other words, providing adolescents with a sense of 
autonomy that leads to self-exploration. Moreover, scholars argue that people 
must be free to select their own outcomes for a sense of meaningfulness to 
develop (Antonovsky, 1979; Korotkov, 1998). In short, these views imply what 
SDT specifi es, namely, that conditions supplying satisfaction of autonomy, 
relatedness, and competence are necessary not only for the development of a 
true sense of self but also for the development of life meaning.

Conversely, need deprivation is expected to lead to meaninglessness and 
ill-being. SDT researchers have found that when needs are not met, individu-
als succumb to a state of amotivation. When amotivated, people lack intention 
and exist in a state of passivity or helplessness, being diminished by a lack of 
either competence to enact behaviors or a lack of value for acting. Amotivation 
is associated with poor performance in activities and a variety of ill-being 
dimensions (Deci & Ryan, 1985b; Ryan et al., 2006). With respect to broader 
individual diff erences, amotivation is at the heart of the impersonal causality 
orientation (Deci & Ryan, 1985a), which is an orientation toward interpreting 
the environment as conveying incompetence and an inability to attain desired 
outcomes. It also involves a lack of intentionality and poor self-regulation.

A state similar to the idea of pervasive amotivation in SDT, discussed in 
the meaning literature, is referred to as an existential vacuum and involves the 
experience of vegetativeness (Maddi, 1970), hopelessness (Alloy & Clements, 
1998), or apathy. In this state, individuals are passive and indiff erent with-
out a sense of meaning (Wiesel, 1958). Epistemological loneliness describes a 
related state in which one’s meanings seem contradictory and inconsequential 
(M. J. Chandler, 1975). Th e use of the term loneliness to describe a sense of 
meaninglessness highlights the importance of feeling belonging in the world 
to develop and maintain life meaning. In order to escape the existential vac-
uum and epistemological loneliness characterized by amotivation and mean-
inglessness, adolescents need to build relationships with other trustworthy 
people who will promote the exploration of their own insecurities, fears, and 
incompetencies (Bugental, 1990; Fry, 1998). In other words, escape from an 
existential vacuum requires that individuals fi nd environments that satisfy 
their basic psychological needs so they can feel the support to confront their 
inner experiences (Zuroff  et al., 2007).

Meaning and Need Satisfaction 

Recent research within the SDT tradition has begun to examine the relations 
between life meaning and psychological wellness. For example, the theory 
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suggests that a life purpose would yield well-being to the extent that the pur-
pose is truly need satisfying. To explore these eff ects, Weinstein, Ryan, and 
Deci (2008) examined the relations among searching for meaning, need sat-
isfaction, and well-being. Participants completed questionnaires assessing 
their degree of searching for meaning (Steger, Frazier, Oishi, & Kaler, 2006); 
satisfaction of the relatedness, competence, and autonomy needs (La Guardia, 
Ryan, Couchman, & Deci, 2000); and well-being indicators of lack of anxi-
ety (Spielberger, 1983), lack of depression (Radloff , 1977), and life satisfaction 
(Neugarten, Havighurst, & Tobin, 1961). Results indicated that individuals 
who were pursuing a purpose in their lives tended to have greater need sat-
isfaction. Pursuing meaning also predicted less anxiety, less depression, and 
more life satisfaction. As well, need satisfaction predicted less anxiety, less 
depression, and more life satisfaction. For our present purposes, however, the 
following point is most critical: When controlling for the eff ects of need sat-
isfaction, researchers found that pursuing meaning no longer predicted any 
of these outcomes. Th at is, need satisfaction mediated the relations between 
pursuing life meaning and the indicators of well-being. In sum, then, having 
meaningful pursuits does, in general, tend to be need satisfying and is thus 
aligned with psychological health and well-being.

In the work just discussed, meaning was assessed with a survey developed 
by Steger et al. (2006), which defi nes meaning in terms of having a purpose. 
With this operationalization, the Weinstein et al. (2008) study indicated 
that having a purpose tends to promote need satisfaction. Although this 
relationship is yet to be examined, SDT would also propose that need sat-
isfaction leads to greater meaning in the sense of having a fulfi lling and 
satisfying life. Rather, SDT research has focused on how need satisfaction 
promotes people’s sense of wholeness, self-actualization, and wellness. A 
large body of empirical studies indicates that when needs are supported 
these outcomes are enhanced and that when needs are thwarted these out-
comes are diminished. Th us, for example, studies have shown links between 
need satisfaction and mindfulness (e.g., Brown & Ryan, 2003), mental and 
physical health (V. M. Kasser & Ryan, 1999; Niemiec, Ryan, & Deci, 2009), 
and cultural integration (e.g., Chirkov, Ryan, & Willness, 2005), among 
other outcomes that we suggest are collectively indicative of having a life 
that is meaningful and worthwhile.

Meaning theorists have tended not to explicitly link need satisfaction to 
meaning, but we now argue that many of the writings of several meaning 
theorists can be understood as support for the view that experiencing what 
we identify as competence, autonomy, and relatedness satisfaction is indeed 
necessary for meaning. For example, Frankl (1965) implicitly highlighted the 
importance of autonomy need satisfaction when he maintained that personal 
valuing and caring is essential for the foundation of meaning, adding fur-
ther that people will experience meaning to the extent that their activities 
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are congruent with this valuing and caring (Frankl, 1978). Th e concept of 
personal valuing implies that the values have been well integrated with the 
self and thus form the basis for autonomous action. Frankl further empha-
sized that although individuals do not have control over many of the things 
that happen to them, life meaning is refl ected in the freedom they evidence 
when choosing how to respond to those events. People create meaning, argued 
Frankl, by making distinctive and personally valued choices, a point echoed 
by Lukas (1998) and Yalom (1980). In short, to fi nd true meaning, individu-
als must get to know who they truly are—that is, know what is valuable and 
important to them—and act in accord with that knowledge (Bugental, 1990). 

Th e literature on meaning also emphasizes that relatedness is a core ele-
ment in living a meaningful life. Frankl (1959) stated that encounters with 
other people provide a sense of meaning to individuals, and Wong (1998a) 
proposed that meaningfulness necessarily involves a relational and commu-
nal dimension. In addition, Little (1998) claimed that highly meaningful proj-
ects are characterized by a common theme of intimacy or connectedness in 
diverse forms.

Finally, having a sense of meaning also involves a sense that what one is 
doing is useful and important (Pines, 1993, 2004). Engagement and eff ective-
ness, or what Frankl (1959) referred to as personal accomplishment, is an 
important contributor to the meaningfulness of pursuits. Th us, feeling a sense 
of competence and effi  cacy is another of the contributors to meaning. In sum, 
several meaning theorists have proposed, either explicitly or implicitly, that 
satisfying autonomy, relatedness, and/or competence needs is essential for a 
meaningful life.

Some empirical work in the area of meaning can also be interpreted as 
support for the importance of need satisfaction. In studies of caregivers of 
Alzheimer’s patients, Lukas (1998) found that the process of developing ulti-
mate meaning involves fi nding and enacting intimately held values and beliefs 
and experiencing deep emotions. As well, Lukas suggested that the experience 
of community is important for promoting meaning among the caregivers, 
thus concurring with Fry (1998) who argued that what people fi nd meaning-
ful will typically involve relating to others and enacting the values that they 
themselves fi nd most important. 

Research by King et al. (2003) also supported the importance of auton-
omy when studying turning points in people with chronic disabilities. Th ey 
reported that, during diffi  cult times, individuals found a sense of life meaning 
as they explored their nature and the world around them, thus moving toward 
self-synthesis and autonomy (Antonovsky, 1979). Additionally, research on 
Israeli citizens showed that even under conditions of diffi  cult work, people 
had a sense of meaning that positively impacted their well-being when they 
felt competent at the work, perceiving themselves as able to make a diff erence 
in the world (Pines, 2004). Additional research demonstrated that individuals 
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with chronic conditions derived a sense of meaning from maintaining a per-
ception of competence as they engaged in important activities (King et al., 
2003). Finally, Szadejko (2007) demonstrated that individuals who reported 
greater satisfaction of all three needs for autonomy, competence, and related-
ness also experienced greater life meaning with the Lyon and Younger (2005) 
questionnaire, which tends to defi ne meaning as living one’s life in a way that 
is deeply satisfying and fulfi lling.

Th e need satisfying content of meaning oft en emerges when asking par-
ticipants to describe what they fi nd to be meaningful. For example, Ebersole 
and De Paola (1987) categorized responses from participants who were asked 
to describe the central meaning in their lives. Th eir responses most oft en fell 
into three categories: relatedness (relationships, service), autonomy (belief, 
growth, self-understanding), and competence (self-improvement, life work). 
Wong (1998a) similarly summarized responses from participants describing 
those things that are meaningful to them in ways consistent with SDT. Th e 
relatedness theme was present in responses such as family and friends, love 
for others, strong ties, knowing you are needed and wanted by others; the 
competence theme was present in responses such as satisfaction with accom-
plishments, having knowledge, and striving to see goals actualized; and the 
autonomy theme was present in responses such as self-knowledge, a healthy 
self-concept, and following one’s dreams.

Because need satisfaction is essential to the experience of meaning, life 
pursuits or aspirations that are need satisfying are expected to be most mean-
ingful. Th us, the satisfaction of basic psychological needs and the acquisition 
of meaning are inextricably linked. We derive life meaning when we engage 
purposes that satisfy our basic psychological needs for autonomy, compe-
tence, and relatedness. Th is, however, brings us to the question of whether all 
life purposes are likely to lead to the experience of need satisfaction, and thus 
to a true sense of meaning and well-being.

Self-Determination Th eory and the Content of Meaning

Various authors have discussed what it is that individuals fi nd meaningful. 
One extreme view is that the content of signifi cant pursuits and contexts does 
not matter for the experience of meaning to occur. When people devote them-
selves to any pursuit, they can gain meaning from it. For example, a central 
proposition of the meaning maintenance model (Heine et al., 2006), which is 
referred to as the fl uid compensation process, suggests that when people are 
pursuing a meaningful activity and encounter an obstacle, they could quite 
easily transfer their attention and energy to another, perhaps distant, activity 
to compensate for being unable to persist at their initial pursuit. Th is model 
suggests that people are inherently pursuing relations or associations among 
aspects of themselves or between aspects of themselves and the world, and it 
is implied that associations can be drawn to any particular contents and that 



94 • Th e Human Quest for Meaning

they can be equally meaningful. Whatever goal is being pursued can provide 
meaning, and when access to it is blocked any other goal can take its place. 

Th e outcome approach (Dennis, Williams, Giangreco, & Cloninger, 1993) is 
also broader than is SDT in the contents that can give meaning to individuals, 
although it outlines particular characteristics necessary for an activity to pro-
duce a sense of meaning. Specifi cally, from this perspective, meaningful pursuits 
are defi ned in terms of goals external to people that they wish to accomplish or 
acquire. For example, meaning may come to people from attaining or maintain-
ing a successful career, a loving relationship, or acquisitively amassing wealth. 

Th e SDT view is quite diff erent from either of these, for it states very spe-
cifi cally what kinds of activities, life pursuits, or attainments will tend to be 
more benefi cial than others. Specifi cally, the theory maintains that only those 
activities or goals whose contents are related to satisfaction of basic psycho-
logical needs for autonomy, relatedness, and competence will be eff ective in 
facilitating a general sense of life meaning. Th at is, only pursuits that provide 
basic need satisfaction will be experienced as meaningful when one refl ects 
seriously upon them. Further, SDT has specifi ed one category of life goals that 
will yield meaning and well-being for people and a second category of life 
goals that tends not to. We begin by considering the goals or purposes that are 
associated with greater need satisfaction and thus produce greater meaning, 
as well as those that tend not to yield need satisfaction and meaning. We then 
turn to the social-developmental contexts that lead people to compensate for 
need thwarting by selecting the types of purposes in their lives that turn out 
not to satisfy needs and yield meaning.

Need Satisfaction and Personal Goals 

As we said, some theorists have suggested that any activity will yield meaning 
for people if the activity is important to them. Indeed, this is a core assump-
tion of most social-cognitive theories (e.g., Bandura, 1996; Heine et al., 2006; 
Markus & Kitayama, 1991). In these theories virtually any cultural content 
can be valued, and if so, its attainment will produce well-being. SDT has pro-
posed, however, that some goal pursuits more directly facilitate basic need 
satisfaction than do others, and thus “not all goals are created equal” (Ryan, 
Sheldon, T. Kasser, & Deci, 1996). 

For example, research by T. Kasser and Ryan (1996) showed that people’s 
life goals or aspirations tend to fall into two broad categories referred to as 
intrinsic aspirations and extrinsic aspirations. Intrinsic aspirations have been 
found to include the pursuit of personal growth, health and fi tness, close rela-
tionships, and community contributions. Extrinsic aspirations include the 
pursuit of fi nancial success, recognition and fame, and an appealing image. 
Numerous studies by T. Kasser and Ryan (e.g., 1993, 1996, 2001) and by other 
investigators (e.g., McHoskey, 1999; Sheldon & Kasser, 1995; Vansteenkiste, 
Simons, Lens, Sheldon & Deci, 2004) have found that people whose extrinsic 
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aspirations were relatively stronger tended to display less self-actualization 
and vitality, more depression and anxiety, poorer relationship quality, and 
poorer performance than was the case for those whose intrinsic aspirations 
were relatively stronger than their extrinsic aspirations. Research on people’s 
life narratives by Bauer, McAdams, and Sakaeda (2005) showed that people 
whose life stories emphasized intrinsic aspirations (growth, affi  liation, and 
generativity) displayed greater hedonic and eudaimonic well-being (see 
Ryan & Deci, 2001) than those whose stories emphasized the extrinsic goals 
of wealth, status, approval, and physical appearance. Evidence for the positive 
relation of intrinsic, but not extrinsic, aspirations or purposes to well-being 
has also been found in samples outside North America (e.g., Ryan et al., 1999). 

It is not only the pursuit of intrinsic goals that is associated with greater 
wellness, but also their attainment. For example, whereas attaining valued 
intrinsic aspirations promotes psychological well-being, attaining valued 
extrinsic aspirations does not, and in some studies the results suggest that 
it can even contribute to ill-being (Niemiec et al., 2009). Further, the link 
between aspirations and well-being is mediated by basic need satisfaction. 
Whereas the pursuit and attainment of intrinsic life goals tend to promote sat-
isfaction of the basic psychological needs and, in turn, psychological wellness, 
the pursuit and attainment of extrinsic life goals tend to thwart satisfaction of 
basic psychological needs, resulting in ill-being. 

In short, it appears to be only the pursuit and attainment of intrinsic aspi-
rations or purposes and the need satisfaction derived from their pursuits and 
attainments, that promote well-being and give true meaning to people’s lives. 
As such, this leads us to the hypothesis that not all activities, goals, and pur-
poses that are important to people will necessarily bring benefi ts to their lives. 
Th e activities and pursuits have to be ones that are closely linked to basic psy-
chological need satisfaction.

Intrinsic Versus Extrinsic Aspirations as Predictors of Meaning

A recent study by Weinstein et al. (2008) directly tested the hypothesis that 
intrinsic aspirations would be more strongly associated with experiencing life 
meaning than would extrinsic aspirations. Participants reported on both the 
importance of intrinsic and extrinsic aspirations (T. Kasser & Ryan, 1996) 
and also the presence of life meaning (Steger et al., 2006). Th ree factors were 
derived from the life meaning questionnaire: wanting life meaning, searching 
for life meaning, and having a clear sense of purpose or meaning in life. Th e 
strategy for this study was not to ask individuals what pursuits were meaning-
ful to them but instead to test whether people who strongly espoused intrinsic 
pursuits reported experiencing a higher sense of meaning in life than did peo-
ple who strongly espoused extrinsic pursuits. Results showed that the more 
strongly participants held intrinsic aspirations the more they wanted mean-
ing in life, the more they were searching for meaning, and the more they had 
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a sense of purpose and meaning in life. In contrast, although the strength of 
people’s extrinsic aspirations were positively related to wanting meaning in 
life and searching for meaning, the strength of extrinsic aspirations was not 
related to having purpose or meaning in life. Further, the results held up for 
the specifi c aspirations as well as for the overarching categories of intrinsic 
and extrinsic aspirations. For example, strongly holding the value for commu-
nity was signifi cantly positively related to wanting, searching for, and having 
meaning, whereas strongly holding the value for wealth was related to want-
ing and searching for meaning but not to having meaning.

It is very interesting that individuals who are strongly focused on intrin-
sic aspirations are more likely to have a true sense of purpose and meaning 
in life, but those who are focused on extrinsic aspirations, although they are 
searching for purpose and meaning in their lives, seem unable to fi nd it. Such 
fi ndings indicate that holding strong intrinsic values tends to yield greater 
meaning, in addition to yielding well-being and psychological health, as was 
shown in other studies. As such, it seems that people can either focus on pur-
poses and goals in life that foster need satisfaction and wellness or they can 
adopt meanings and goals that do not tend to be need fulfi lling and thus are 
associated with more alienation, anomie, stress, and pathology. 

Th is set of fi ndings is very interesting and supplements the other fi ndings 
by Weinstein et al. (2008) discussed earlier in the chapter. Specifi cally, the 
earlier-discussed fi ndings indicated that when people have a life purpose, they 
tend to experience need satisfaction and meaning. However, the study just 
reported makes clear that although having a life purpose tends to facilitate 
meaning, some life purposes (viz., the extrinsic ones) do not promote experi-
ences of meaningfulness.

Within the meaning literature, many authors have suggested that failure 
to create meaning in life results in a condition of apathy and aimlessness that 
depletes the appeal of existence and undermines interest and energy for new 
and signifi cant experiences (Maddi, 1970). Klinger (1977) stated that with-
out meaning people are apathetic, inactive, and prone to psychopathology. 
Consistent with these ideas, studies have also shown that when people do have 
meaning, they tend to experience life satisfaction, positive aff ect, subjective 
well-being, mental health, and sensory health (Chamberlain & Zika, 1992; 
Reker et al., 1987; Zika & Chamberlain, 1992). What we have seen is that SDT 
adds a moderating consideration to this: We argue that it is only those life 
meanings that conduce to basic need satisfaction (i.e., intrinsic aspirations 
and life goals) that foster wellness. Not every meaning a person embraces is 
benefi cial, and some may be empty and compensatory in nature. 

The Development of Compensatory, Nonfulfilling Purposes

From the SDT perspective, the development of intrinsic aspirations or goals 
follows from ongoing satisfaction of the basic psychological needs in people’s 
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lives. When children are provided with supports for autonomy, the safety of 
relatedness, and the scaff olding of competence supports, they are expected to 
develop the values underlying intrinsic aspirations. Within SDT, an emphasis 
on extrinsic aspirations is hypothesized to occur when needs for autonomy, 
competence, and/or relatedness are neglected or thwarted. Indeed, thwarting 
of needs is expected to foster insecurity, which in turn leads people to seek out 
compensatory goals (e.g., a focus on material goods or outward appearance), 
hoping that such goals will ameliorate the insecurities and ill-being that result 
from need deprivation. 

Two SDT studies demonstrated that need satisfaction is associated with 
the development of intrinsic aspirations whereas need thwarting is associated 
with the development of extrinsic aspirations. In the fi rst study, T. Kasser, 
Ryan, Zax, and Sameroff  (1995) found, using questionnaires, clinical inter-
views, and archival data, that when mothers were cold and controlling, their 
teenage children were more likely to place strong emphasis on the extrinsic 
goal of wealth rather than the intrinsic goals. Th is in turn was associated with 
indicators of poor well-being. Further, a study by Williams, Cox, Hedberg, 
and Deci (2000) examined high school students’ perception of their par-
ents’ autonomy supportiveness and found that greater autonomy support 
from parents was associated with the students’ having more intrinsic aspira-
tions, whereas greater control from parents was associated with the students’ 
espousing strong extrinsic aspirations.

Th e importance of such studies is that they indicate that when basic needs 
are thwarted individuals will attach themselves to values and purposes that 
may promise a sense of worth, such as values for wealth, fame, or an attractive 
external image. But such extrinsic values, goals, and purposes typically do 
not yield basic need satisfactions, and they indeed may lead people away from 
activities and purposes that yield need satisfaction and, ultimately, a greater 
sense of security and meaning.

Is It Useful to Th ink of Meaning as a Basic Need?

As mentioned earlier, various writers such as Frankl (1978), Andersen et al. 
(2000), and others have proposed that meaning is a basic human need— 
perhaps even the most important psychological need. Th is view suggests that 
people need to feel a sense that their lives are being lived in ways that are 
deeply fulfi lling and so direct much of their energy toward satisfying this 
need. Th is implies that when the individuals have satisfi ed the need for mean-
ing they will experience psychological wellness—that is, self-actualization, 
vitality, and health. 

SDT takes a diff erent perspective. Generally, we too use the defi nition of 
meaning as a refl ection of the degree to which people’s lives have been well 
lived and thus yield a deep sense of satisfaction. We suggest that when inter-
preted in this way, meaning is best thought of as a notable outcome of a fully 
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lived life that is marked by interest, curiosity, and openness. In a sense, this 
conceptualization suggests that meaning is best understood to be an indicator 
of wellness. Indeed, satisfaction with life (Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffi  n, 
1985), which is a core component of subjective well-being, is very closely 
related to life meaning; in fact, the concepts are sometimes used interchange-
ably. Our view is that life meaning results from satisfaction of the needs for 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness rather than being a need itself. In 
preliminary support of this, satisfaction of the three basic needs of SDT does 
indeed strongly relate to meaning when defi ned as a general sense of living a 
worthy life (Szadejko, 2007) although the research does not allow causal inter-
pretations so further evidence about this point is needed. 

Th us far, we have argued that the concept of feeling that one’s life is mean-
ingful is an outcome of need satisfaction, rather than being a need itself. 
Further, we suggest that the concept of meaning does not have the quali-
ties of a basic human need. Our defi nition of the concept of a basic psycho-
logical need includes that it must convey specifi c content that people need for 
growth, integrity, and wellness, thus speaking to the idea of human nature. 
Stated diff erently, basic needs must specify the contents that are necessary or 
essential for all people to be psychologically whole and healthy. Th e concept 
of competence contains specifi c content—it refers to being eff ective and hav-
ing an impact on one’s environment—and research indicates that it is relates 
to well-being across cultures, thus suggesting universality (e.g., Deci et al., 
2001). Th e concept of relatedness similarly has specifi c content—it refers to 
having connections with others, belonging to groups, being loved and loving 
others, being cared for and caring for others—and its relation to well-being 
has been found in many cultures (e.g., Sheldon, Elliot, Kim, & Kasser, 2001). 
Finally, the concept of autonomy has specifi c content—it refers to being voli-
tional and endorsing one’s actions and to not being heteronomously con-
trolled—and it too has been shown to relate to well-being cross-culturally 
(e.g., Chirkov et al., 2003). Satisfaction of these needs, we argue, also provides 
meaning, but meaning itself does not specify any content that yields health 
and well-being. Rather, meaning results from other contents—for example, 
from pursuing purposes that allow people to feel autonomous, competent, 
and related to others. 

As described above, the concept of meaning has sometimes been used to 
convey that people have important goals or purposes. However, we argued in 
this chapter that meaning is an important experience that arises when indi-
viduals pursue intrinsic purposes and are reasonably successful in achieving 
them. Further, as previously noted, studies have also shown that some life 
purposes, even when strongly valued, are not associated with psychological 
well-being. For example, extrinsic goals, even when personally valued, do not 
meet the essential criteria that defi ne a need. It follows then that, purpose in 
life, which could include all purposes, does not satisfy the criteria of specifying 
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content or of being invariantly related to well-being. In summary, having a 
purpose or meaning is not suffi  cient to defi ne a need, and those meanings 
and purposes that do foster wellness and strivings are likely characterized by 
qualities of autonomy, competence, and relatedness. 

To summarize, the term meaning has tended to have two somewhat dif-
ferent conceptual and operational defi nitions in the literature on meaning. 
When it is treated as a general concept having to do with living one’s life in a 
fulfi lling, satisfying, and meaningful way it is best understood to be a power-
ful indicator of well-being that results from satisfaction of the basic psycho-
logical needs. When, however, it is treated as a more specifi c concept having 
to do with searching for or pursuing a purpose in life, it is perhaps better 
understood as a set of goals and activities that to greater or less degrees tend 
to promote satisfaction of the basic psychological needs and in turn yield well-
being and the feeling of living meaningfully.

Meaning and Eudaimonia

Defi nitions of human well-being have derived from two distinct traditions 
within psychology, which were discussed at length by Ryan and Deci (2001) in 
terms of the hedonic and the eudaimonic traditions. Th e hedonic conception 
of wellness (Kahneman, 1999) defi nes well-being in terms of positive experi-
ences and moments of pleasure. Th e eudaimonic tradition (Waterman, 1993), 
in contrast, defi nes wellness in terms of people’s realization of their human 
potentials—such as functioning in ways that are refl ective, moral, and focused 
on “the good.”

Th e literature on meaning is clearly most refl ective of the eudaimonic tra-
dition (Little, 1998). Th at is, most conceptions of meaning refl ect the eudai-
monic ideal of living in accord with abiding values and pursuing those ends 
that matter most. An important corollary of this is that meaningful life is one 
that can be associated not only with being good, but also with feeling good 
(Ryan, Huta, & Deci, 2008). In fact, the evidence suggests that acting in accord 
with values actually fosters positive aff ect and feelings of happiness (Ryan & 
Deci, 2001).

At the same time that we acknowledge that meaningful pursuits can pro-
duce happiness and conduce to well-being, we also want to add that some 
activities that have no meaning beyond themselves can also lead to happiness 
and a greater sense of wellness. For example, Huta and Ryan (2007) recently 
demonstrated that although people who were high in either eudaimonic or 
hedonic activities experienced some positive well-being outcomes, a life char-
acterized by both types of pursuits seemed to foster the broadest array of 
positive outcomes. Further, whereas eudaimonic pursuits—those more asso-
ciated with meaning—were related to a longer-term sense of self-worth and 
self-actualization, hedonic pursuits seemed especially important for boosting 
positive aff ect in the short term and helping to revitalize people, even though 
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these pursuits were not focused on meaningful outcomes. In short, not every 
behavior we engage in need be meaningful, but were we to lack such activities, 
overall well-being would indeed be diminished. 

Questions of meaning are inherently relational, as they concern the impor-
tance and signifi cance of things (Rychlak, 1977), and they nearly always seem 
to lead individuals to think beyond the moment. But in this regard it is also 
important to discover the signifi cance not in what is beyond this moment or 
in what can be done, for there is also the signifi cance of just being, of fully 
residing in the here and now, or being mindful and present (Brown & Ryan, 
2003). If there is not intrinsic good in simply being, then there can never be 
meaning in what can be done.

Conclusion

Life meaning is a complex and fundamental construct that is important in 
human development. In this chapter we have argued that meaning making 
is an expression of the integrative propensities inherent in all individuals 
and that its presence refl ects a pervasive tendency towards growth. Meaning 
making arises from people’s intrinsic motivation to explore, understand, and 
connect their experiences. It also arises as people work to internalize and inte-
grate the non-intrinsically motivated regulations transmitted to them though 
socialization and culture. 

Th rough intrinsic motivation and integrative activity the self-structure 
moves towards greater complexity and coherence, which results in psycho-
logical health and more volitional and adaptive functioning. Yet in order for 
this inherent propensity to thrive, environmental nutriments that facilitate 
and support integration are essential. Specifi cally, autonomy, relatedness, 
and competence supports facilitate people’s engagement with new environ-
ments and new challenges with openness and interest (as opposed to threat 
and defense) and thus allow richer opportunities for them to create meaning. 

When their needs are met, people are more prone to develop and internal-
ize intrinsic life goals, that in turn fosters both enhanced wellness and a sense 
of meaning. Need thwarting, in contrast, leads to the adoption of compensa-
tory goals and purposes, which are less likely to leave people feeling that they 
have meaning. Th is is only to say that not all meanings are created equal and 
that SDT’s conception of need satisfaction helps diff erentiate “empty” mean-
ings from those that can truly fulfi ll the individual. In this sense the relations 
of purposes or meanings to wellness are hypothesized within SDT to be medi-
ated by basic psychological need satisfactions. 

Th e rich literature on meaning speaks to a deep existential truth about 
human nature. To feel whole and healthy we need to have a sense of purpose 
and to experience our lives as signifi cant and as valuable. Constructing and 
internalizing a sense of meaning is thus a formidable developmental proj-
ect. Although the task of fi nding meaning is ultimately the responsibility of 
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individuals, it is likely to succeed only when one’s family, community and 
culture provide the requisite nutriments for personal growth and integrity, 
namely supports for autonomy, competence, and relatedness. Th ese needs 
underlie this central human quest and provide the signposts on how we can 
promote and maintain meaning in a universe pervaded by questions and 
uncertainties.
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In 1945, shortly aft er his release from a Nazi concentration camp, Viktor Frankl 
spent nine intensive days writing Ein Psycholog Erlebt das Konzentrationslager, 
a psychological account of his three years in Auschwitz, Dachau, and other 
Nazi prison camps. Th e original German version bears no name on the cover 
because Frankl was initially committed to publishing an anonymous report 
that would never earn its author literary fame. Expanded to include a short 
overview of “logotherapy” (“therapy of meaning”), the English version of 
Frankl’s book fi rst appeared as From Death Camp to Existentialism and fi nally 
under its well-known title, Man’s Search for Meaning (1959/1992). Th e book 
detailed Frankl’s harrowing experiences as a prisoner of war and described 
his desperate eff orts, and those of many inmates, to sustain hope in the face of 
unspeakable suff ering. Prisoners who lost meaning simply gave up and died 
at Auschwitz. But those who managed to wrench some semblance of purpose 
amid the wretchedness maintained at least some chance for survival, Frankl 
asserted, although luck played a major role as well. Frankl argued that the 
human quest for meaning is a fundamental human propensity. Under certain 
extreme conditions, furthermore, fi nding meaning could make the diff erence 
between life and death.

In Man’s Search for Meaning, and in his earlier Th e Doctor and the Soul 
(Frankl, 1955), Viktor Frankl helped to usher in a new way to think about 
human personality. He proposed an existential psychology of meaning and 
purpose that aimed to replace psychoanalysis and behaviorism. As Frankl saw 
it, Freud’s libidinal instincts and Hull’s stimulus-response habits were no lon-
ger up to the task of explaining why people do what they do and what people 
really want from life, especially in the wake of the Holocaust and in the midst 
of the angst and the uncertainty that characterized the postwar years. Th e 
human quest for meaning became a central theme in an array of personality 
theories that began to gain currency in the 1950s and 1960s. Variously termed 
humanistic, phenomenological, and existential theories, these included broad 
perspectives on personality off ered by Carl Rogers (1951), Abraham Maslow 
(1954), George Kelly (1955), Ludwig Binswanger (1963), and Rollo May (1967), 
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among others. Th ese theories still have direct impact on research and practice 
today, and some textbooks (e.g., Ryckman, 2004) still group them together as 
constituting a broad paradigm for personality study, to be contrasted with 
psychoanalytic theory and its off shoots, behaviorist and social-learning the-
ories, trait and type approaches, and those theories of personality focused 
mainly on the biological bases of human behavior.

It would be misleading, however, to conclude that the study of meaning in 
personality today is confi ned to those enterprises that call themselves “exis-
tential” or “humanistic” or that trace their lineage directly back to Frankl, 
logotherapy, and the like. In the fi rst decade of the 21st century, the psycholog-
ical study of meaning is ubiquitous. In a development that would surely have 
pleased Frankl, psychological theorists, researchers, and therapists of many 
diff erent persuasions today focus their inquiries and their interventions on 
how people make meaning in life (e.g., Angus & McLeod, 2004; Bering, 2002; 
Molden & Dweck, 2006; Neimeyer, 2002; Pals, 2006; Singer, 2004; Wong & 
Fry, 1998). Some investigators even claim that chimpanzees make meaning, at 
least in a primitive way (Povinelli & Bering, 2002). When it comes to human 
personality, one is hard pressed to fi nd a perspective in the current scientifi c 
literature that does not allow for the prospect of meaning making. Th e propo-
sition that human beings are largely about the psychological business of mak-
ing sense out of their own experiences and their interactions in the world is, 
therefore, an implicit (or in many cases explicit) assumption in many diff erent 
theories and research programs in personality psychology today (McAdams, 
1997, 2006a).

In what follows, I will highlight some of the most important and interest-
ing eff orts on the part of theorists and researchers to understand the role of 
meaning in human personality. My account will be organized according to an 
emerging integrative framework for personality psychology (Hooker, 2002; 
McAdams, 1995; McAdams & Pals, 2006; Sheldon, 2004; Singer, 2005). From 
this perspective, personality may be viewed from three diff erent levels. At the 
fi rst level, broad dispositional traits provide a general sketch of psychological 
individuality. At the second level, more contextualized characteristic adapta-
tions fi ll in many of the details. At the third level, integrative life stories speak 
to the overall narrative pattern of a life. For any individual, personality is a 
unique arrangement of (a) dispositional traits, (b) characteristic adaptations, 
and (c) integrative life stories, evolving in a complex social and cultural con-
text. Human meaning making happens at all three levels of personality, but 
in diff erent ways.

Level 1: Dispositional Traits

Personality begins with traits. From birth onward, psychological individual-
ity may be observed with respect to broad dimensions of behavioral and emo-
tional style that cut across situations and contexts and readily distinguish one 
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individual from another (Caspi, Roberts, & Shiner, 2005). Th rough repeated 
and complex transactions between genes and environments over develop-
mental time, early temperament diff erences morph into the broad traits of 
personality that may be observed in adulthood and that go by such names 
as “extraversion,” “dominance,” and the tendency toward “depressiveness.” 
Typically assessed by means of self-report scales, dispositional traits account 
for broad consistencies in behavior across situations and over time. A con-
siderable body of research speaks to the longitudinal continuity of disposi-
tional traits, their substantial heritability, and their ability to predict such 
important life outcomes as psychological well-being, job success, and mortal-
ity (McAdams, 2006a; Ozer & Benet-Martinez, 2006; Roberts & Pomerantz, 
2004). Decades of factor-analytic studies conducted around the world suggest, 
furthermore, that the broad universe of trait dimensions may be organized 
into about fi ve regions or clusters, now routinely called the Big Five (Goldberg, 
1993; McCrae & Costa, 1999). Th e most well-known conception of the Big Five 
divides traits into the categories of extraversion (vs. introversion), neuroti-
cism (vs. emotional stability), conscientiousness, agreeableness, and openness 
to experience. 

When it comes to the psychology of meaning, one of the most frequently 
invoked trait concepts is hardiness. In their original conception of hardiness, 
Kobasa (1979) and Maddi (1998) drew upon existential theory to describe a 
tendency to strive for meaning and purpose in the face of life’s most daunt-
ing demands. People with a strong disposition toward hardiness, they argued, 
welcome challenges in life, exert control over diffi  cult events, and aim to 
make lasting commitments amid uncertainty and change. A hardy disposi-
tion should promote healthy behavior and the ability to cope well with stress. 
Self-report scales designed to assess individual diff erences in the three com-
ponents of hardiness—challenge, control, and commitment—predict cor-
responding diff erences in people’s responses to stress. For example, Kobasa 
(1979) found that executives who experienced high levels of stress on the 
job showed signifi cantly lower levels of physical illness and overall better 
health if they were high on hardiness compared to individuals low on hardi-
ness. Hardy college students report lower levels of illness than do their peers 
who are lower in hardiness, regardless of stress level; and lawyers who score 
high on the commitment scale of hardiness report lower levels of physiologi-
cal strain (Kobasa, 1982; Kobasa & Pucetti, 1983). Hardiness has also been 
associated with higher levels of social support, which itself has been linked to 
better physical and psychological health (Ganellen & Blaney, 1984; Kobasa & 
Pucetti, 1983). According to Maddi (1998), hardiness helps to promote a wide 
range of healthy behaviors and attitudes, from dieting to meditation. Hardy 
attitudes and habits of mind do more than make us happy, however. Following 
Frankl, Maddi (1998) believes that they also stave off  existential despair and 
help modern people fi nd meaning in life.
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Critics have argued that hardiness is not a unitary dispositional construct. 
For example, Hull, Van Treuren, and Virnelli (1987) insist that challenge, con-
trol, and commitment are three very diff erent things. People may show high 
levels of control in their daily behavior, for instance, but they may not neces-
sarily be predisposed to make enduring commitments or welcome change. 
Diff erent facets of hardiness appear to predict diff erent outcomes, as well. In 
light of the emergence of the fi ve-factor model of dispositional traits, it indeed 
appears that hardiness is something of a hodgepodge—part conscientious-
ness, part low neuroticism, perhaps part high openness to experience. Th ese 
well-established trait domains have themselves been shown to link to health 
and meaning making in important ways. Conscientiousness is a strong pre-
dictor of such health-related behaviors as physical exercise, better diet, and 
lower levels of substance abuse, smoking, and risky sexual practices (Bogg 
& Roberts, 2004). Conscientiousness also predicts such meaningful, proso-
cial involvements in the community as church attendance and volunteerism 
(Lodi-Smith & Roberts, 2007). High levels of openness to experience tend to 
be associated with preferences for complex and challenging environments 
(McCrae & Costa, 1997). High levels of neuroticism are a risk factor for a wide 
range of problems in life, including those implicated in both personal mean-
ing and physical health. People high in neuroticism tend to feel vulnerable and 
insecure and are more apt than individuals low in neuroticism to report guilt, 
shame, anguish, despair, and alienation in life.

Surveying the full panoply of Big Five traits reveals a surprisingly pow-
erful connection between meaning and a disposition toward extraversion. 
Traditional conceptions of extraversion have suggested that this trait is mainly 
about being gregarious and sociable. For example, Jung (1936/1971) argued that 
extraverts tend to draw energy from people and social relationships, whereas 
introverts tend to draw energy from the inner life of the mind. As in so many 
things, however, Jung appears to have been more romantic than right. A sub-
stantial body of research now shows that extraversion is just as much about 
the tendency to pursue rewards and to experience positive emotion as it is 
about being with people (Smillie, Pickering, & Jackson, 2006; Watson & Clark, 
1997). Again and again, studies show that people high in extraversion report 
more positive emotions in life, even when they are not with people (Lucas & 
Diener, 2001). And high levels of positive emotion tend to be strongly associ-
ated with feeling that life has meaning and purpose. Whether considering 
the short-term eff ects of a situationally induced experience of positive emo-
tion or considering the long-term eff ects of trait-based dispositions toward 
positive emotionality, researchers found that people who are experiencing 
positive emotion tend to report that their lives feel more meaningful to them, 
compared to individuals experiencing lower levels of positive emotion (King, 
Hicks, Krull, & Del Gaiso, 2006). Fredrickson (2001) has argued that positive 
emotions “build and broaden” a healthy and meaningful life. Th e dispositional 
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tendency to enjoy life, to fi nd joy and excitement in what life has to off er, may 
promote the search for meaning; likewise, striving for meaning may cultivate 
traits of positive emotionality.

In sum, a broad range of dispositional traits in personality, ranging across 
the Big Five spectrum, appear to have implications for meaning in life. 
Certain dispositional profi les—high hardiness, for example, high levels of 
extraversion, conscientiousness, and openness to experience, and low levels 
of  neuroticism—tend to be associated with an overall feeling that life has pur-
pose and value, that one is connected to others and to society in meaningful 
ways, and that obstacles in life can be overcome. Basic dispositional traits in 
personality appear to provide psychological resources upon which individuals 
draw in the quest for human meaning. If one is blessed with high levels of 
extraversion, for example, or a strong conscientiousness trait, one may be bet-
ter equipped, psychologically speaking, to fi nd ways to make life feel mean-
ingful and purposeful. Precisely what form such meaning making may take, 
however, can typically not be deduced from traits. One hardy person may fi nd 
meaning in an activist life of social change. Yet another may fi nd it in the 
family. A third may believe that the deepest meanings in life come from spiri-
tual longings and religion. A fourth may locate meaning primarily in a life 
dedicated to work. Dispositional traits can take us only so far in understand-
ing how personality relates to meaning in life. To articulate a more nuanced 
understanding, one must move from the dispositional sketch provided by per-
sonality traits to a second level of personality.

Level 2: Characteristic Adaptations

From middle childhood onward, human beings build a second layer of per-
sonality upon the dispositional base, even as that base continues to develop 
thereaft er. Residing at the second level are characteristic adaptations—a wide 
assortment of motivational, social-cognitive, and developmental constructs 
that are more specifi c than dispositional traits and that are contextualized in 
time, place, and/or social role (McAdams, 2006a; McAdams & Pals, 2006). 
Included in this list are motives, goals, strivings, personal projects, values, 
interests, defense mechanisms, coping strategies, relational schemata, possible 
selves, developmental concerns, and other variables of psychological individ-
uality that speak directly to what people want and do not want (e.g., fear) in 
life and how they go about getting what they want and avoiding what they do 
not want in particular situations, during particular times in their lives, and 
with respect to particular social roles. Characteristic adaptations have typi-
cally been the constructs of choice for classic motivational (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 
1991; Murray, 1938/2008), social-cognitive (e.g., Mischel & Shoda, 1995), and 
developmental (e.g., Erikson, 1963; Loevinger, 1976) theories of personality. 
Whereas broad personality traits provide a dispositional sketch for psycho-
logical individuality, characteristic adaptations fi ll in many of the details.
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A great deal of what people mean when they use the word meaning can be 
discerned in the kinds of characteristic adaptations they ultimately develop. 
For many people, meaning in life is tied up with their most cherished val-
ues. Political conservatives and liberals, for example, understand themselves 
and their worlds in very diff erent ways. Conservatives show higher levels of 
mortality concerns and greater needs for order and closure than do liberals 
(Jost, Glaser, Kruglanski, & Sulloway, 2003). Liberals are more likely to say 
that a moral person should promote justice and alleviate suff ering above all 
else, whereas conservatives are more likely to affi  rm the values of authority, 
loyalty, and purity of the self (Haidt, 2007; McAdams et al., 2008). Religious 
values and interests shape how people the world over make meaning in life. 
For many people, religious traditions provide a source of ultimate life mean-
ing and purpose (Emmons, 1999). Take religious faith away and life would 
suddenly be bereft  of meaning, many people say. 

Among those characteristic adaptations that are most instrumental in 
shaping life meanings are personal goals and projects (Freund & Riediger, 
2006; Little, 1998). Goals and projects are always about the future—the imag-
ined ends for tomorrow that guide behavior today. As situations change, as 
people grow older, as individuals move from one social role to the next, goals 
and projects change to meet new demands and constraints. Research suggests 
that goals in early adulthood oft en focus on expanding the self and gaining 
new information, whereas goals in later adulthood may focus more on the 
emotional quality of ongoing relationships (Carstensen, 1995; Helson, Soto, & 
Cate, 2006). At any given point in the life course, the content of people’s goals 
refl ects important sources of personal meaning. Personality psychologists have 
examined those sources at the broad levels of motivational categories (e.g., 
intrinsic vs. extrinsic goals; motives for power, achievement, and intimacy) 
and with respect to the particularities of a given person–situation ecology. 
Studies of the former type have found, for example, that intrinsic, growth-
oriented goals and strong needs to care for others and make positive contribu-
tions to society are oft en associated with greater psychological well-being and 
reports of higher life meaning (Bauer & McAdams, 2004a; Emmons, 1999; 
Kasser & Ryan, 1996). Beyond content, process variables are just as important 
for life meaning. People tend to feel that their lives are most meaningful when 
they are making steady progress on their personal goals and when their goals 
are viewed to be congruent rather than confl icting (Emmons & King, 1988; 
Little, 1998). 

Th eories of personality development suggest that what constitutes mean-
ing changes with developmental time. In her highly infl uential theory of ego 
development, Loevinger (1976) conceives of the ego as a person’s character-
istic framework for making meaning of self and society. Young children and 
individuals at the lowest stages of ego development make sense of the world 
in terms of their egocentric needs and their primitive calculations of personal 
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hedonism. What is good is what meets my needs; what is bad is what brings me 
punishment and pain. In the middle stages of her scheme, people mature into 
a conventional framework for meaning making as they take the perspectives 
of their self-defi ning groups and eventually the perspectives of society as a 
whole. Deep sources of meaning come from one’s conformity to society’s most 
cherished scripts for productive and responsible behavior at work, at home, 
and in the broader societal context. At higher stages, one comes to construct 
more personalized frameworks of meaning that may defy conventions and 
incorporate self-evaluated standards and abstract ethical principles. Love, 
work, family, citizenship—these are all powerful sites for meaning making at 
almost all stages in Loevinger’s scheme. But precisely what these meaningful 
domains actually mean depends on the stage of ego development wherein one 
fi nds oneself at any given point in the life course.

Loevinger (1976) suggested that as one moves up the ego-developmental 
ladder, one is likely to become more and more concerned with establishing 
an identity. In his theory of psychosocial development, Erikson (1963) located 
this move within the developmental epoch that now goes by the name of 
emerging adulthood (Arnett, 2000). In the late teens and throughout the 20s, 
and especially in modern societies, the most pressing psychosocial challenge 
is to construct and begin to live a coherent and vivifying ego identity. Erikson 
viewed identity to be a special arrangement of the self. Th e arrangement func-
tions to integrate disparate roles, goals, needs, fears, skills, and inclinations 
into a coherent pattern, a pattern that specifi es how the emerging adult will 
live, love, work, and believe in a complex and changing world. Th e virtue of 
the identity stage is fi delity, Erikson maintained. One must show fi delity to a 
particular arrangement of selfh ood. One must commit oneself to a particular 
kind of meaningful life. At the very heart of identity, then, is the problem of 
meaning and purpose in life (McAdams, 1985). What does my life mean in 
full? Who am I today? How am I diff erent today from what I was in my past? 
Who will I be in the future? Th ese large questions regarding the meaning 
of one’s life in full developmental time—past, present, and future—cannot 
be fully answered through dispositional traits and characteristic adaptations. 
Instead, they require a story of who I am, was, and will be. One way to read 
Erikson’s idea of identity is to see it as an internalized and evolving story of the 
self that people begin to construct in the emerging adult years (Habermas & 
Bluck 2000; McAdams, 1985). Beyond dispositional traits and characteristic 
adaptations, then, lies the realm of narrative identity, wherein life meanings 
reach their most extended and elaborated forms. 

Level 3: Narrative Identity

Even as dispositional traits and characteristic adaptations continue to develop 
through the emerging adulthood years, a third level of personality surfaces to 
meet the psychosocial challenge of modern identity. Layered over the Big Five 
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traits and the panoply of goals, motives, projects, fears, strategies, values, and 
beliefs that heretofore comprised psychological individuality is an emerging 
narrative identity—an internalized and evolving story of the reconstructed 
past and imagined future that aims to provide life with unity, coherence, and 
purpose. For both the self and others, the life story explains how I came to 
be, who I am today, where I am going in the future, and what I believe my 
life means within the psychosocial niche provided by family, friends, work, 
society, and the cultural and ideological resources of my environment. It is a 
story that distinguishes me from all others and yet shows how I am connected 
to others as well. It is a story that narrates the evolution of a particular self, 
but it is a self in cultural context. Every life story says as much about the cul-
ture within which a person lives as it does about the person living it. In con-
structing a life story, people choose from the menu of images, themes, plots, 
and characters provided by the particular environments to which they are 
exposed (McAdams, 2006b; Rosenwald & Ochberg, 1992). Th ey make mean-
ing within the milieu of meanings provided by culture. What Frankl called 
man’s search for meaning takes place in an existentially circumscribed arena, 
wherein certain culturally favored meanings already exist and the individual 
is challenged to pick and choose and appropriate in order to make a story that 
makes sense to the self and the social world within which the self is embedded 
(McAdams, 2006b).

What prompts the emergence of narrative identity in late adolescence and 
young adulthood? Cognitive factors are surely important. With the advent of 
what Piaget called formal operational thought, adolescents are now able to take 
their own lives as objects of systematic refl ection (Breger, 1974; McAdams, 
1985). Whereas young children can dream about what might someday be, ado-
lescents can think through the possibilities in a hypothetico-deductive man-
ner. Th ey can now ask themselves such questions as these: What is my life really 
about? Who might I be in the future? What if I decide to reject my parents’ 
religion? How might my life develop if I am gay? Th is newfound philosophi-
cal inclination requires a narrative frame for self-construction. Th e earliest 
draft s of narrative identity may take the form of what Elkind (1981) called the 
personal fable, that is, fantastical stories of the self ’s greatness. But later draft s 
become more realistic, as reality testing improves and narrative skills become 
further refi ned. Habermas and Bluck (2000) have shown how adolescents grad-
ually master the cognitive skills required for constructing a coherent narrative 
of the self. By the end of their teenaged years, they regularly engage in sophis-
ticated forms of autobiographical reasoning. Th ey can link together multiple 
autobiographical scenes in causal sequences to explain what they believe to be 
their own development in a given area of life. And they can extract underlying 
themes that they believe characterize unique aspects of their lives in full.

Social and cultural factors also help to bring narrative identity to the devel-
opmental fore at this time. Peers and parents expect adolescents to begin 
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sorting out what their lives mean, both for the future and the past. Given what 
I have done up to this point in my life, where do I go now? What kind of life 
should I make for myself? Paralleling the cognitive and emotional changes 
taking place within the individual are shift s in society’s expectations about 
what the individual, who was a child but who is now almost an adult, should 
be doing, thinking, and feeling. Erikson (1959) wrote: 

It is of great relevance to the young individual’s identity formation that 
he be responded to, and be given function and status as a person whose 
gradual growth and transformation make sense to those who begin to 
make sense to him. (p. 111)

In general, modern societies expect their adolescents and young adults to 
examine occupational, ideological, and interpersonal opportunities around 
them and to begin to make some decisions about what their lives as adults are 
to be about. Th is is to say, both society and the emerging adult are ready for 
his or her explorations in narrative identity by the time he or she has, in fact, 
become an emerging adult. As Erikson (1959) described it:

Th e period can be viewed as a psychosocial moratorium during which 
the individual through free role experimentation may fi nd a niche in 
some section of his society, a niche which is fi rmly defi ned and yet 
seems to be uniquely made for him. In fi nding it the young adult gains 
an assured sense of inner continuity and social sameness which will 
bridge what he was as a child and what he is about to become, and will 
reconcile his conception of himself and his community’s recognition of 
him. (p. 111)

For the past 15 years or so, personality psychologists and other social sci-
entists have examined the content, structure, and functions of the narrative 
identities that people begin to construct in the emerging adulthood years and 
continue to construct as they move through the adult life course. Researchers 
have catalogued common narrative forms and themes, connected features of 
narrative identity to personality traits and characteristic adaptations, exam-
ined developmental change in narrative identity, and explored the interper-
sonal and cultural contexts within which life stories are constructed and 
performed (McAdams, 2008; McAdams, Josselson, & Lieblich, 2006; McLean, 
Pasupathi, & Pals, 2007; Singer, 2004; Th orne, 2000). With respect to personal 
meaning, an important theme in this research is the construction of life nar-
ratives in the face of suff ering. As Frankl knew, pain and suff ering challenge 
human beings to make sense out of that which seems senseless, random, and 
tragic. Not surprisingly, therefore, researchers have focused a great deal of 
attention on the narration of negative events.

Pals (2006) has argued that making sense out of negative events in one’s life 
ideally involves a two-step process. In the fi rst step, the narrator explores the 



116 • Th e Human Quest for Meaning

negative experience in depth, thinking long and hard about what the experi-
ence feels or felt like, how it came to be, what it may lead to, and what role the 
negative event may play in one’s overall understanding of self. In the second 
step, the narrator articulates and commits the self to a positive resolution of 
the event. Pals (2006) warned that one should not pass lightly over Step 1. 
When it comes to narrative identity, Pals suggested, the unexamined life lacks 
depth and meaning.

Consistent with Pals (2006), a number of studies have shown that explor-
ing negative life events in detail is associated with psychological maturity. 
For example, King and her colleagues have conducted a series of intriguing 
studies wherein they ask people who have faced daunting life challenges to 
tell stories about “what might have been” had their lives developed in either 
a more positive or more expected direction. In one study, mothers of infants 
with Down syndrome refl ected upon what their lives might have been like had 
they given birth to babies not affl  icted with Down’s. Th ose mothers who were 
able to articulate detailed and thoughtful accounts, suggesting a great deal 
of exploration and meaning making in their processing of this negative life 
event, tended to score higher on Loevinger’s (1976) measure of ego develop-
ment than did mothers who discounted what might have been (King, Scollon, 
Ramsey, & Williams, 2000). 

In a study of how midlife women respond to divorce, the elaboration of loss 
in narrative accounts interacted with time since divorce to predict ego devel-
opment (King & Raspin, 2004). Among women who had been divorced for an 
extended period of time, vivid and highly elaborate accounts of the married 
life they had lost were associated with higher ego development at the time of 
their life telling, and narrative elaboration predicted increases in ego devel-
opment measured two years later. In a methodologically similar study, King 
and Smith (2004) found that the extent to which gay and lesbian individuals 
explored what might have been had their lives followed a more conventional 
(heterosexual) course predicted high levels of ego development at the time of 
their life-narrative accounts and increases in ego development two years later.

Narrative studies of life transitions have also shown that self-exploration 
and elaboration are associated with higher levels of ego development. Bauer 
and McAdams (2004b) examined narrative accounts from people who had 
undergone major life changes in either work or religion. People high in ego 
development tended to construct accounts of these diffi  cult transitions that 
emphasized learning, growth, and positive personal transformation. Th e 
extent to which personal narratives emphasizing self-exploration, transforma-
tion, and integration are positively correlated with ego development has also 
been documented in studies of narrative accounts of life’s high points, low 
points, and turning points (Bauer, McAdams, & Sakaeda, 2005). In another 
study linking development to narrative processing, McLean and Pratt (2006) 
found that young adults who used more elaborated and sophisticated forms of 
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meaning making in narrating turning points in their lives tended also to score 
higher on an overall identity maturity index.

If the fi rst step in making narrative sense of negative life events is exploring 
and elaborating upon their nature and impact, Step 2 involves constructing a 
positive meaning or resolution (Pals, 2006). Numerous studies have shown 
that deriving positive meanings from negative events is associated with life 
satisfaction and indicators of emotional well-being. For example, King and 
colleagues demonstrated that attaining a sense of closure regarding negative 
experiences from the past and/or lost possible selves predicts self-reported 
psychological well-being among mothers of Down syndrome children (King 
et al., 2000) and divorced women (King & Raspin, 2004). In her analysis of 
longitudinal data from the Mills study, Pals (2006) found that coherent posi-
tive resolutions of diffi  cult life events at age 51 predicted life satisfaction at age 
61 and were associated with increasing ego resiliency between young adult-
hood and midlife.

Finding positive meanings in negative events is the central theme that runs 
through McAdams’s (2006b) conception of the redemptive self. In a series of 
nomothetic and idiographic studies conducted over the past 15 years, McAdams 
and colleagues have consistently found that midlife American adults who score 
especially high on self-report measures of generativity— suggesting a strong 
commitment to promoting the well-being of future generations and improving 
the world in which they live (Erikson, 1963)—tend to see their own lives as nar-
ratives of redemption (Mansfi eld & McAdams, 1996; McAdams, Diamond, de 
St. Aubin, & Mansfi eld, 1997; McAdams et al., 2001; see also Walker & Frimer, 
2007). Compared to their less generative American counterparts, highly gen-
erative adults tend to construct life stories that feature redemption sequences 
in which the protagonist is delivered from suff ering to an enhanced status or 
state. In addition, highly generative American adults are more likely than their 
less generative peers to construct life stories in which the protagonist (a) enjoys 
a special advantage or blessing early in life, (b) expresses sensitivity to the suf-
fering of others or societal injustice as a child, (c) establishes a clear and strong 
value system in adolescence that remains a source of unwavering conviction 
through the adult years, (d) experiences signifi cant confl icts between desires 
for agency and power and desires for communion and love, and (e) looks to 
achieve goals to benefi t society in the future. Taken together, these themes 
articulate a general script or narrative prototype that many highly generative 
American adults employ to make sense of their own lives. For highly produc-
tive and caring midlife American adults, the redemptive self is a narrative 
model of an especially good and meaningful life.

Th e redemptive self is a life-story prototype that serves to support the gen-
erative eff orts of midlife men and women. Th eir redemptive life narratives tell 
how generative adults seek to give back to society in gratitude for the early 
advantages and blessings they feel they have received. In every life, generativity 
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is tough and frustrating work, as every parent or community volunteer knows. 
But if an adult constructs a narrative identity in which the protagonist’s suf-
fering in the short run oft en gives way to reward later on, he or she may be bet-
ter able to sustain the conviction that seemingly thankless investments today 
will pay off  for future generations. Redemptive life stories support the kind of 
life strivings that a highly generative man or woman is likely to set forth.

At the same time, the redemptive self may say as much about American cul-
ture and tradition as it does about the highly generative American adults who 
tend to tell this kind of story about their lives. McAdams (2006b) argued that 
the life-story themes expressed by highly generative American adults recap-
ture and couch in a psychological language especially cherished, as well as 
hotly contested, ideas in American cultural history—ideas that appear promi-
nently in spiritual accounts of the 17th-century Puritans, Benjamin Franklin’s 
18th-century autobiography, slave narratives and Horatio Alger stories from 
the 19th century, and the literature of self-help and American entrepreneur-
ship from more recent times. Evolving from the Puritans to Emerson to 
Oprah, the redemptive self has morphed into many diff erent storied forms in 
the past 300 years as Americans have sought to narrate their lives as redemp-
tive tales of atonement, emancipation, recovery, self-fulfi llment, and upward 
social mobility. Th e stories speak of heroic individual protagonists—the 
chosen people—whose manifest destiny is to make a positive diff erence in a 
dangerous world, even when the world does not wish to be redeemed. Th e 
stories translate a deep and abiding script of American exceptionalism into 
the many contemporary narratives of success, recovery, development, libera-
tion, and self-actualization that so pervade American talk, talk shows, therapy 
sessions, sermons, and commencement speeches. It is as if especially genera-
tive American adults, whose lives are dedicated to making the world a better 
place for future generations, are, for better and sometimes for worse, the most 
ardent narrators of a general life-story script as Americans as apple pie and 
the Super Bowl.

Conclusion

What Victor Frankl fi rst described as “man’s search for meaning” plays itself 
out at three diff erent levels of human personality. At the level of dispositional 
traits, human beings draw upon basic psychological resources to support their 
eff orts to fi nd happiness and meaning amid life’s struggles. Th ese resources, 
however, are not distributed in a random or egalitarian manner. Th e dispo-
sitional traits that group themselves together within the Big Five cluster of 
neuroticism may breed alienation and undermine people’s best eff orts to cope 
with adversity and loss. By contrast, traits associated with extraversion and 
positive emotionality appear to enhance meaning making and promote posi-
tive coping, whereas traits associated with conscientiousness promote positive 
lifestyle habits that enhance health and make for productive and meaningful 
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work. At the second level of personality, meaning is captured in goals, proj-
ects, strategies, and other motivational, social-cognitive, and developmental 
facets of personality that are contextualized in time, place, and social role. As 
trait dimensions provide basic resources upon which people draw to construct 
a meaningful life, the characteristic adaptations at the second level of person-
ality spell out what kinds of meanings people make and the specifi c areas in 
life wherein they make them.

Th e human quest for meaning reaches its developmental and epistemic 
apex with the construction of narrative identity, a process that begins in 
the emerging adulthood years. Beyond dispositional traits and character-
istic adaptations, life stories convey what people believe their lives mean in 
full, and in time. Who am I? How did I come to be who I am? Where is my 
life going? What does my life mean in full? It takes a story to answer the big 
questions like these. People begin to construct internalized and evolving life 
stories in the emerging adulthood years, and they continue the process of nar-
rative identity construction for pretty much the rest of their lives. Th e stories 
they construct are strongly shaped by culture. Indeed, culture provides the 
canonical set of images, themes, plots, and characters from which people draw 
in fashioning their own unique stories—stories that, at the end of the day, say 
as much about culture as they do about the storytellers themselves. 

Recent research suggests that a favored life-narrative form in American 
society is the redemptive self, a narrative about a gift ed and morally steadfast 
protagonist who journeys forth into a dangerous world, transforms suff er-
ing into growth, and aims to leave a positive legacy of the self for future gen-
erations. Epitomized in American stories of atonement, liberation, recovery, 
and upward social mobility, the redemptive self provides a good example of 
one way that many highly generative American adults make meaning in their 
lives. Indeed, this kind of story is a very meaningful story for many people, 
and research suggests that it is a story that promotes a caring and produc-
tive adult life, at least among many Americans. But there are many ways to 
make a meaningful life, many diff erent kinds of meaningful stories of life that 
can be told and lived. Culture provides a range of possibilities for life-story 
constructions, and each culture provides its own unique range. Recalling his 
experiences in the concentration camps, Frankl knew that diff erent prisoners 
made meaning in diff erent ways. Personality psychology has always affi  rmed 
the vast variability of psychological functioning. Th ere are many ways to live 
a meaningful life and many kinds of stories to tell about it.
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All Goods are disguised by the vulgarity of their concomitants, in this 
work-a-day world; but woe to him who can only recognize them when 
he thinks them in their pure and abstract form!

—William James (1892)

Happiness is a central theme in many approaches to the Good Life. Drawing 
on Aristotle’s (350 bce/1998 ce) treatment of happiness in Th e Nicomachean 
Ethics, psychologists interested in well-being have frequently employed the dis-
tinction between hedonism and eudaimonia to understand the many facets of 
the Good Life (King, Eells, & Burton, 2004). Generally speaking, hedonic well-
being is essentially how a person feels about his or her life (Kahneman, Diener, 
& Schwarz, 1999; Ryan & Deci, 2001). For example, subjective well-being, an 
indicator of hedonic functioning, is typically defi ned as one’s positive and nega-
tive mood coupled with a cognitive evaluation of satisfaction with one’s life 
(Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999). Eudaimonia, in contrast, refers to the extent 
to which an individual’s life is characterized as enacting virtue or organismic 
values, engagement in meaningful pursuits, or authentic expression of the self 
(Waterman, 1993). Eudaimonia might be measured by an individual’s commit-
ment to intrinsic values or dedication to a life of meaning (Ryan & Deci, 2001). 

Th e two variables at the center of this chapter arguably represent proto-
typical aspects of these two sides of well-being. Positive aff ect (PA) is clearly 
at the very heart of hedonics, essentially a person’s subjective feeling states. In 
turn, meaning in life is emblematic of eudaimonia. A meaningful life might 
be thought of as representing the greater good of virtuous living. Recently, 
research has revealed a very strong positive link between PA and the experi-
ence of meaning in life (King, Hicks, Krull, & Del Gaiso, 2006). Th is link 



126 • Th e Human Quest for Meaning

might be viewed as a puzzle to be solved or a problem to be explained away. 
In contrast, the strong relationship between PA and meaning in life might 
be entertained as an indication of a very real link between the rather quo-
tidian “work-a-day” experience of mood and the grander experience of the 
Good in life that is the experience of meaning. In this chapter, we consider 
both of these possibilities. First, we briefl y review past research demonstrating 
the relationship between PA and the experience of meaning in life. We then 
examine the accumulated evidence relevant to explaining away this relation-
ship. Finally, we set aside the notion that the relationship between PA and 
meaning in life ought to be explained away and consider the possibility that 
this relationship is real, adaptive, and important. Understanding the role of 
PA in the experience of meaning in life may have implications for our very 
notions of the Good Life itself. 

Positive Aff ect and Meaning in Life

Before summarizing research demonstrating the relationship between PA and 
meaning in life, it might be helpful to briefl y review the defi nitions and typi-
cal measurement methods for these two variables. PA refers to pleasant mood 
and is oft en measured using such mood adjectives as happy, joyful, pleased, 
enjoyment, or fun. Although the structure of PA has certainly been debated in 
the mood literature (e.g., Feldman, 1995; Watson & Vaidya, 2003), particularly 
with regard to the diff erential role of valence and arousal in PA (e.g., “ener-
getic” vs. “content”), the relationship of aff ect to meaning in life is not unique 
to a particular measure of PA. 

Defi ning and measuring PA, then, has not been a particularly challeng-
ing endeavor. In contrast, defi ning and measuring meaning in life presents 
a potentially greater obstacle. Reviewing the considerable literature on the 
topic, we adopted the following defi nition: 

A life is meaningful when it is understood by the person living it to mat-
ter in some larger sense. Lives may be experienced as meaningful when 
they are felt to have signifi cance beyond the trivial or momentary, to 
have purpose, or to have a coherence that transcends chaos. (King et al., 
2006, p. 180)

Th is grand conceptual defi nition notwithstanding, meaning in life has 
oft en been measured using such self-report questionnaires as the Purpose in 
Life Test (PIL; Crumbaugh & Maholick, 1964; McGregor & Little, 1998); the 
Sense of Coherence Scale (SOC; Antonovsky, 1988); and more recently, the 
Meaning in Life Questionnaire (MLQ; Steger, Frazier, Oishi, & Kaler, 2006). 
Sample items illustrate the focus of these measures on the respondent’s intui-
tive sense of what meaning in life is, for example, “My personal existence is 
very purposeful and meaningful” (from the PIL) and “I have a good sense 
of what makes my life meaningful” (from the MLQ Presence of Meaning 
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subscale). Although some individuals might take issue with the very idea that 
meaning in life is appropriately measured using self-report, it is worth noting 
that the large body of evidence supporting the role of meaning in life in health 
and psychological functioning (Mascaro & Rosen, 2005; Reker, Peacock, & 
Wong, 1987; Ryff , 1989; Steger & Frazier, 2005; Zika & Chamberlain, 1987, 
1992) has used such measures routinely. Although these measures diff er in a 
variety of ways, as was the case with PA, the direction of the relations we have 
found have not depended on the particular measure used.

As already noted, research has demonstrated a robust positive correla-
tional relationship between PA and meaning in life (King et al., 2006). Th ese 
correlations range in magnitude from .45 between PA and a composite of PIL 
and SOC (in a sample of 568 undergraduates) to .80 for PA and the SOC (in 
a sample of 266 community adults). In addition, extraversion, the personal-
ity trait most associated with the experience of PA (Lucas & Baird, 2004), 
strongly related to self-reported meaning in life (r = .62; King et al., 2006, 
Study 1). 

With regard to the experience of daily life as meaningful, we conducted 
a fi ve-day diary study in which participants rated their mood, daily activ-
ity and thoughts, positive and negative events that may have occurred, and 
daily meaning in life. Results demonstrated that the strongest predictor of 
the meaning experienced in a day was the amount of PA experienced that day 
(King et al., 2006, Study 2). 

Th at the experience of meaning in life is related to feeling good is probably 
not particularly surprising. Th eoretical conceptions of eudaimonia acknowl-
edge that meaningful pursuits are associated with positive hedonic feel-
ings, although these positive feelings are not viewed as an end in themselves 
(Ryan & Deci, 2001). A great deal of research has shown that meaning in life 
is, in fact, associated with hedonic well-being concurrently and longitudinally 
(Mascaro & Rosen, 2005; Reker et al., 1987; Ryff , 1989; Steger & Frazier, 2005; 
Zika & Chamberlain, 1987, 1992). It is important to note, however, that all this 
work, as well as that reviewed in the foregoing introduction, has been correla-
tional in nature, leaving open the possibility that the causal arrow might run 
in the other direction—that is, not simply from meaning in life to happiness 
but from PA to meaning in life itself. 

Indeed, experimental evidence suggests that PA plays a causal role in the 
experience of meaning in life. Priming participants with words related to PA 
and experimentally induced PA lead to heightened meaning in life (Hicks & 
King, 2007; King et al., 2006). Th us, PA not only is a correlate of meaning in 
life but also enhances the experience of meaning in life. Given the place of 
meaning in life as a central component of the Good Life, it is perhaps surpris-
ing to fi nd that something as presumably transient, trivial, or even “vulgar,” 
in Henry James’s terms, as being in a good mood ought to play a role in its 
achievement. How can these results be made comprehensible?
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Explaining the Relationship Away

One way to approach the eff ects of PA on meaning in life is to focus on ways 
in which this relationship can be explained, or even explained away. One such 
approach might focus on the mood as information hypothesis; thus perhaps 
when judging the meaning in their lives, individuals are simply relying on 
mood as a shortcut answer to the question. Another approach to explaining 
the relationship between PA and meaning in life might involve focusing on 
the mediators or mechanisms that might underlie this relationship. Th at is, 
one might assume that the relationship between PA and meaning in life is 
spurious and may be explained by the shared relations of these two variables 
with a number of theoretically important “third variables.” We now examine 
the evidence for these two approaches.

Mood as Information

When confronted with such an abstract question as “Is my life meaningful?” 
it is improbable that one consults all relevant information while forming 
an answer (Schwarz & Clore, 1996). Instead, it is adaptive to “stop” as soon 
as enough information that provides a satisfactory answer comes to mind 
(Schwarz & Clore, 1996). Research has shown that mood can oft en serve as 
such a default source of information. According to the mood-as-information 
hypothesis, people sometimes use their current mood as a source of informa-
tion when making evaluative judgments of broad life domains (for review, 
see Schwarz, 2001; Schwarz & Clore, 1983, 1996). Th at is, rather than tak-
ing all possible information into account, an individual might (erroneously) 
interpret his or her current feelings as relevant to the target such that posi-
tive moods lead to more favorable evaluations and negative moods lead to 
less favorable evaluations (Schwarz & Clore, 1996). It is important to note that 
mood-as-information eff ects are theorized to arise when people misattribute 
their mood as being relevant to the target; when the source of one’s mood is 
made salient, these eff ects oft en disappear entirely. 

We have directly tested whether mood-as-information eff ects might also 
contribute to the relationship between PA and meaning in life (King et al., 
2006, Study 5). In this experiment, participants fi rst completed a positive-, 
negative-, or neutral-mood induction task. Half the participants were then 
given a mood attribution cue (i.e., they were told that the induction might 
have infl uenced their moods), and the other half were given no information 
about the potential source of their moods. Next, participants completed a 
standard measure of meaning in life. Th e results of this study supported the 
mood-as-information hypothesis. Participants in the positive-mood condi-
tion, who were not given a mood attribution cue, reported enhanced meaning 
in life compared to all other groups. In contrast, those in the positive-mood 
induction condition who were provided with a cue to discount mood showed 
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more tempered meaning in life ratings. Th ese results suggest the relationship 
between PA and meaning in life might partially derive from the use of mood-
as-information heuristic (see also Hicks & King, 2009). At the very least, these 
results indicate that PA ought to be recognized as a potential nuisance variable 
in the measurement of meaning in life. From these results, we might conclude 
that PA ought to be included as a control variable in any study using self-
report measures of meaning. 

Notably, there are limits to the mood-as-information explanation. For 
example, in one study we measured mood, then asked individuals to list all the 
things that made their lives meaningful, and fi nally asked them to rate their 
meaning in life (King & Hicks, 2007). From a mood-as-information perspec-
tive, the act of listing one’s sources of meaning ought to wipe out the eff ects 
of mood on meaning-in-life judgments. Th at is to say, all participants should 
have been brought down to earth by the listing exercise and should therefore 
no longer rely on mood as information for this judgment. As such, only a main 
eff ect for number of sources listed ought to predict meaning in life. 

Although number of sources listed was positively associated with mean-
ing in life, PA also continued to predict meaning in life, even controlling for 
sources listed. Furthermore, these main eff ects were qualifi ed by a signifi cant 
sources X PA interaction: Th e eff ect of PA meaning in life was moderated by 
the number of sources listed. Th ose individuals who were able to list many 
diff erent sources reported high levels of meaning in life regardless of mood. 
Meaning ratings were just as high, however, for individuals who were unable 
to provide many diff erent reasons why their lives are meaningful if they were 
in a positive mood. Th at is, even aft er a potential threat to the importance of 
one’s existence (i.e., through the inability to list numerous sources of mean-
ing), those individuals still reported enhanced meaning in life if they were in 
a good mood. 

Th us, even in the presence of more realistic evidence that life lacks mean-
ing, PA appears to promote a sense of meaning in life (King & Hicks, 2007). 
We will return to these provocative moderational results later, but for now we 
use them to demonstrate that although mood-as-information eff ects may, as 
typically interpreted, partially account for the relationship between PA and 
self-reported meaning-in-life ratings, clearly this explanation cannot fully 
account for the eff ect of PA on meaning in life. 

Mediational Explanations

Th e search for potential mediators of the relationship between PA and mean-
ing in life appears to be a reasonable and intuitively appealing solution to this 
puzzling relationship. PA is a concomitant of many aspects of eudaimonia, 
and as such it may be that it is through these variables that PA relates to 
meaning in life. Th e literature is replete with potential mediators, and here 
we review the evidence for candidate explanatory variables, including the 
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cognitive eff ects of PA, the role of PA in motivation and values, and fi nally 
social relationship functioning.

Cognitive Mediators
Perhaps that most appealing explanation for the strong relationship between 
PA and meaning in life is derived from research examining the infl uence 
of PA on cognitive processes (e.g., Fredrickson & Branigan, 2004; Gasper & 
Clore, 2002). For example, according to the broadening-and-build theory of 
positive emotions (Fredrickson, 1998, 2001), PA leads to a broadened, global 
attentional focus. Th at is, PA can bias one to focus on the whole forest instead 
of just the trees within it. King et al. (2006) argued that this broadened mind-
set may partially account for the relationship between PA and the experience 
of meaning in life; in a broadened mindset, it may, for example, be easier to 
recognize how one’s daily activities are connected to a larger framework of 
meaning. If the experience of meaning in life involves recognizing one’s place 
in some grand scheme, then the broadened attentional focus aff orded by PA 
might foster the ability to see one’s life in the Big Picture. 

Th e relationship between PA and creative cognitive processes has also been 
suggested to account for the link between happiness and the experience of 
meaning in life. Positive moods have been shown to increase fl exibility when 
categorizing stimuli (Isen, Niedenthal, & Cantor, 1992; Murray, Sujan, Hirt, & 
Sujan, 1990) and increase performance on divergent thinking tasks (e.g., Isen, 
Daubman, & Nowicki, 1987), including listing more ideas (Kahn & Isen, 
1993), identifying more activities (Fredrickson, 2001), or generating more 
unique responses (Isen, Johnson, Mertz, & Robinson, 1985). To the extent the 
PA leads to creativity, being in a positive mood may make it easier to think of 
one’s meaningful daily behaviors, cherished life goals, or important accom-
plishments. Bringing these types of cognitions to the fore should ultimately 
enhance one’s global meaning-in-life ratings.

A third cognitive path through which PA might enhance the experience 
of meaning in life is through its promotion of general knowledge structures. 
Research on mood and cognition demonstrates that PA is associated with the 
availability and use of general knowledge structures (Bless et al., 1996). People 
in positive moods oft en rely on general knowledge structures presumably 
because this type of processing strategy helps them free up valuable cognitive 
resources and may enable them to make novel and creative inferences beyond 
their immediate external circumstances (Bless, 2001; Fiedler & Bless, 2000). 
Th us, if one’s sources of meaning are included in these general knowledge 
structures, being in a positive mood should make one’s important sources of 
meaning in life (e.g., religious beliefs, philosophy of life, core values) more 
cognitively accessible. With these sources of meaning made salient, people 
should be more likely to see, for example, the relevance of their current cir-
cumstances to these larger meaning systems.
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Unfortunately, to date there is no direct evidence supporting the idea that 
the relationship between PA and the experience of meaning in life is mediated 
by these types of cognitive processes. Our research has shown that although 
traditional measures of broadening are related to PA, they are not related to 
meaning in life, precluding the possibility that cognitive broadening mediates 
the relationship between PA and meaning in life (Hicks & King, 2007). 

Similarly, creative cognitions do not appear to mediate the relation-
ship between PA and meaning in life either. For example, in the sources-of-
meaning study described earlier (King & Hicks, 2007), the lists generated by 
participants were coded for divergent thinking. Using the Personal Meaning 
Profi le (PMP) as a guideline (Wong, 1998), we coded responses to examine 
how many diff erent categories of implicit sources of meaning in life were listed 
(e.g., achievement, relationship, religion). Although our results showed that 
both PA and the number of sources of meaning listed were unique predictors 
of meaning in life, there was no indication that cognitive fl exibility mediated 
the relationship between PA and the experience of meaning. 

Finally, the results of our studies do not suggest that the use of general 
knowledge structures can fully account for the strong relationship between 
the two variables. Th us, PA did not predict, for instance, that individuals gen-
erated more sources of meaning, thereby suggesting that PA did not enhance 
the accessibility of these general structures. Furthermore, (as will be detailed) 
having religious beliefs (potentially a part of one’s general knowledge struc-
tures) does not mediate the relationship between PA and meaning in life 
(Hicks & King, 2008). 

Motivational Mediators
Another potential explanation for the relationship between PA and meaning 
in life rests on the role of PA in motivation. To the extent that mood serves 
as feedback about goal pursuits (Carver & Scheier, 2007), it might be that the 
experience of PA indicates that one is making good progress on valued goals, 
that is, experiencing a life of purpose. However, idiographic goal progress and 
commitment and daily goal thought and activity do not mediate the relation-
ship between PA and meaning in life in either global or daily measures of 
these variables (King et al., 2006).

Although idiographic goal pursuit does not mediate the relationship 
between PA and meaning in life, perhaps higher level values might play a 
mediational role. Commitment associated with one’s religious beliefs, for 
example, can lead to a life enriched with purpose and meaning (Silberman, 
2005). Religion can provide individuals with core beliefs, expectations, 
and goals, placing the individual’s life into a larger, more ultimate context 
(Batson  & Stocks, 2004; Emmons, 2005; Silberman, 2005). Many empirical 
studies have supported the idea that religion is strongly associated with self-
reported meaning in life (e.g., George, Ellison, & Larson, 2002; Hicks & King, 
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2007; Paloutzian, 1981; Steger & Frazier, 2005). In addition, religious commit-
ment has also been linked to happiness in general (Myers, 1993). Furthermore, 
the relationship between religious commitment and well-being is itself medi-
ated by meaning in life (Steger & Frazier, 2005). Th e strong relationships 
among PA, religious commitment, and meaning in life raises the intriguing 
possibility that the religious commitment mediates the relationship between 
PA and meaning in life. 

As previously mentioned, in a series of studies, we tested whether religious 
commitment might mediate the relationship between PA and meaning in life 
(Hicks & King, 2008). Participants completed measures of religious commit-
ment, PA, and meaning in life. Interestingly, we found that meaning in life 
completely mediated the relationship between religious commitment and PA 
(see Steger & Frazier, 2005, for similar fi ndings). Yet, we did not fi nd any evi-
dence that religious commitment accounted for the relationship between PA 
and meaning in life (Hicks & King, 2008). 

Social Mediators
Finally, we have examined whether social relationships might account for the 
strong association between PA and meaning in life. Strong social bonds are per-
haps the most fundamental requirement for health and well-being, including 
experiencing meaning in life (e.g., Baumeister, 1991; Baumeister & Leary, 1995; 
Ryan & Deci, 2001; Mikulincer, Florian, & Hirschberger, 2004). Empirical evi-
dence has shown that people almost always mention social relationships when 
describing what makes their lives meaningful (Ebersole, 1998; Wong, 1998). 
Self-reported relatedness need satisfaction is positively associated with mean-
ing in life (Steger, Kashdan, Sullivan, & Lorentz, 2008). In turn, social exclusion 
has been shown to lead to decreases in meaning in life (Stillman et al., 2009; 
Twenge, Catanese, & Baumeister, 2003). 

In addition, research has shown that social functioning is strongly related 
to PA (Lyubomirsky, King, & Diener, 2005). It has been suggested that PA 
may actually lead to the more fulfi lling social relationships (Lyubomirsky et 
al., 2005). Perhaps the relationship between PA and meaning in life might be 
explained by the underlying mechanism of social relationship functioning. If 
happiness improves the quality of one’s relationships, then it is possible that 
those relationships explain the link between PA and meaning in life. 

Recently, we conducted a series of studies to test this possibility. In two 
studies (Hicks & King, 2009), participants completed measures of social 
functioning (either relatedness need satisfaction or loneliness) at two sepa-
rate times during the academic semester. During the second assessment, they 
also completed measures of PA and meaning in life. In these studies, we did 
not fi nd any support for the idea that the quality of one’s social relationships 
mediates the association between PA and meaning in life. Instead, we found 
that naturally occurring PA does not infl uence meaning ratings if one has 
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strong (and stable) social connections. On the other hand, for those people 
whose social relationships were less than optimal (i.e., low or unstable), PA 
was strongly associated with the amount of meaning in life reported. 

Of course, the search for mediators underlying the relationship between PA 
and meaning in life is a continuing process, and future research might strive 
to incorporate additional potential explanatory mechanisms. In particular, it 
might be that considering multiple mediators at once will be necessary to illu-
minate the role of diff erent sources of meaning as well as PA in meaning-in-
life judgments. However, at this point, suffi  cient evidence has accumulated to 
suggest that potential mediators are likely to emerge instead as moderators of 
the eff ects of PA on meaning in life, a fi nding we now discuss. 

An Alternative Account: Moderation

Although we have yet to uncover variables that mediate the relationship 
between PA and meaning in life, one fi nding has consistently emerged, 
namely, that individuals low on variables that have been empirically or theo-
retically linked to meaning in life tend rely more strongly on their current 
positive mood when making meaning-in-life judgments. Figure 6.1 depicts a 
generic version of this interaction. As noted, for the listing of sources of mean-
ing, religious commitment, and the social functioning studies, results showed 
not mediation but moderation, such that those low on sources of meaning, 
religious commitment, or social relationship functioning tended to be more 
reliant on PA in judging meaning in life. 
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We have found this pattern of interaction in many diff erent studies. For 
example, although cognitive broadening is not related to meaning-in-life rat-
ings (Hicks & King, 2007), individuals in a broadened mindset are less likely 
to use their PA as information when making their meaning-in-life judgments. 
We have argued that one possibility for these intriguing results is that individ-
uals in a broadened mindset are more likely to make more realistic judgments 
when evaluating life’s meaningfulness. Perhaps the Big Picture contains more 
substantive evidence about meaning in life than does one’s positive mood.

Experimental manipulations of mood have produced similar results. In one 
study, we measured religious commitment and then, one month later, induced 
either positive or neutral mood before assessing meaning in life. Replicating 
previous fi ndings (King et al., 2006, Study 5), we found that people in the 
positive mood condition reported higher levels of meaning in life compared 
to people in the neutral mood condition. However, this eff ect was qualifi ed 
by a two-way interaction such that those who were high in religious commit-
ment reported high levels of meaning in life regardless of their current mood 
(Hicks & King, 2007). Th ose individuals low in religious commitment rated 
their lives as being meaningful if they were in a good mood. 

In another study (Hicks, Schlegel, & King, 2010), we found similar results 
examining an indicator of social functioning as a moderating variable. In 
this study, participants completed a measure of loneliness prior to the labo-
ratory session. During the laboratory session, we again induced either posi-
tive or neutral mood followed by an assessment of meaning in life. We also 
provided half the participants with a mood attribution cue. We found that 
participants in the positive-mood condition reported higher levels of meaning 
in life compared to people in the neutral condition. We also found evidence 
for moderation such that those who had satisfying relationships (as indicated 
by reporting low loneliness) reported high levels of meaning in life regardless 
of their assigned mood or attributional cue condition. For individuals who 
reported themselves as lonely, PA predicted meaning in life, particularly in 
the absence of the cue to discount mood.

A similar pattern of moderation emerges using priming paradigms. 
Priming individuals with cues related to positive sources of meaning renders 
PA irrelevant to meaning in life. For example, Christians primed with con-
cepts related to heaven are impervious to the eff ects of mood on meaning in 
life (Hicks & King, 2008). In addition, priming individuals with positive social 
relationship words wipes out the eff ect of PA on meaning in life (Hicks & 
King, 2009). 

Th ese results suggest that individuals may report similarly high levels of 
meaning in life, but the factors that contribute to the experience of meaning 
 depend on their salience as well as the likelihood that the factors provide affi  r-
mative information about life’s meaning. When evaluating meaning in life, 
individuals may consult an array of indicators. One of these is clearly PA, but 
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it exists among a host of other potential sources of meaning. It is important 
to note that among all the potential sources of meaning in life, PA is oft en 
one that suggests that the answer to the existential question of whether life 
is meaningful is yes. It is also interesting that priming individuals with lone-
liness led to enhanced reliance on PA in meaning-in-life judgments (Hicks 
et al., 2010). When other sources of meaning fail the individual, mood may 
emerge as a preferred cue that life remains meaningful. 

In sum, potential mediators of the relationship between PA and meaning 
in life have instead consistently been found to serve as moderators of the rela-
tionship. Individuals who are high on a given moderator or primed with posi-
tive cues to the moderator do not rely on mood in evaluating their meaning 
in life. In contrast, individuals low on the moderator or primed with negative 
cues about the moderator tend to rely heavily on PA as a cue to meaning in 
life. Th us, PA itself may serve as an affi  rmative cue that life is meaningful even 
in the absence of confi rmatory evidence from more “meaningful” sources. 
Perhaps it is time to acknowledge what appears to be a substantive role for 
the mundane experience of mood in the grand experience of meaning in life. 

What If the Relationship Is Real?

Accumulated evidence bears witness to the strong relationship between PA 
and meaning in life. Th is relationship does not appear to be fully accounted 
for by mood-as-information eff ects, nor do mediators tested to date explain 
this relationship away. As such, it makes sense to entertain the notion that 
the relationship between PA and meaning in life might be a real, durable, 
and potentially adaptive one. Individuals use PA as an indicator that life is 
meaningful. Understanding the nuances of this relationship might help to 
illuminate uncharted territory—that place where hedonic and eudaimonic 
well-being overlap.

Positive Affect and Meaning ful Behavior

Th eorists have argued and research has shown that many of the most mean-
ingful human behaviors are associated with PA. Csikszentmihalyi (1990) 
described “fl ow” as “the state in which people are so involved in the activity 
that nothing else seems to matter; the experience itself is so enjoyable that 
people will do it even at a great cost, for the sheer sake of doing it” (p. 4). 
Experience sampling studies have shown that fl ow is more likely to occur when 
people are experiencing positive mood (Csikszentmihalyi & Wong, 1991). In 
addition, enjoyment is oft en used as a defi nitive characteristic of intrinsically 
motivated behavior (Csikszentmihalyi, Rathunde, & Whalen, 1993; Deci & 
Ryan, 2000; Ryan, 1995). Altruism and helping are also strongly related to the 
experience of PA (Batson & Powell, 2003). 

Th us, although PA may seem to be a relatively trivial aspect of life, it is 
routinely paired with the experience of meaning. Experiences that bring us 
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joy are likely to be those experiences that make our lives meaningful. Indeed, 
it should not be surprising that hedonic experience tracks the experience of 
eudaimonia; considerable evidence has shown that engagement in intrinsi-
cally motivating pursuits shares a strong relationship to enhanced hedonic 
well-being (King, 2008; Sheldon, 2001). We feel hedonically better when we 
are engaged in eudaimonia. As Aristotle (350 bce/1998 ce) noted, eudaimonia 
is the “best, fi nest and most pleasant thing” (emphasis added; p. 4). 

Th e contrast that has been drawn between hedonic and eudaimonic well-
being highlights a seeming mistrust of hedonic experience among scholars 
of psychological functioning (King, 2007). One purpose of maintaining this 
distinction seems to be to distinguish between individuals who are happy but 
whose lives lack meaning from those who are experiencing a more “authentic” 
form of happiness (Seligman, 2002). Our results and those of Sheldon and 
colleagues (e.g., Sheldon, 2001) indicate that this mistrust is potentially mis-
guided. Indeed, the empirical question might be posed thus: “Are happy peo-
ple mindlessly experiencing meaning in meaningless activities?” Our results 
suggest not, as we review next. 

Positive Affect and Sensitivity to Meaning

It is important to note that PA does not render all experiences meaningful. 
Rather, PA might play a role in tuning individuals to the meaning relevance of 
situations. In one study, we manipulated the meaningfulness of an activity by 
asking participants to either read a meaningful passage (the meaningful con-
dition) or simply count the number of es in the passage (the meaningless con-
dition; King et al., 2006, Study 6). Although PA was associated with enhanced 
perceptions of meaning in the meaningful condition, it was also negatively 
related to the perceived meaning of the meaningless activity. Rather than ren-
der all activities meaningful, PA appears to heighten an individual’s capac-
ity to discriminate between meaningful versus meaningless experiences. It 
may be that PA represents a preparedness for meaning such that when in a 
good mood, individuals have an expectancy for meaning (just as other moods 
may prepare individuals to be, for instance, scared by a horror fi lm; Martin, 
Ward, Achee, & Wyer, 1993). PA may allow individuals to become aware of the 
meaning relevance of experiences during those times when meaning might 
otherwise go unnoticed. Ironically, meaningful experiences may require some 
hedonic value for their meaningfulness to be fully appreciated (Yalom, 1982).

Positive Affect, Sources of Meaning, and the Experience 
of Daily Meaning in Life

Results of a recent daily diary study suggest an interesting substantive role of 
PA in the experience of meaning in daily life. In that study, participants rated 
the daily mood, daily meaning in life, and the extent to which their related-
ness needs were met each day. Multilevel modeling showed that main eff ects 
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for PA and daily relatedness need satisfaction were qualifi ed by a signifi cant 
PA X need satisfaction interaction (Hicks et al., 2010). Of interest is that the 
direction of this interaction was the opposite of the direction of the interac-
tions presented thus far. Th at is to say, in previous studies examining global 
meaning in life and PA and other variables, moderation typically occurred in 
the negative direction such that PA predicted meaning in life only at low levels 
of these moderators. In contrast, at the daily level, PA and relatedness need 
satisfaction interacted to positively predict daily meaning life. On days when 
relatedness need satisfaction was high, PA actually predicted even higher 
daily meaning (Hicks et al., 2010). 

Th ese results suggest that to some extent, more global-level analyses gloss 
over the dynamic between PA and sources of meaning on a more micro level. It 
appears that PA may, at any given moment, play a role in enhancing the expe-
rience of meaning provided by more conceptually relevant sources of mean-
ing, lending hedonic reinforcement to these eudaimonic endeavors. Th us PA 
may be the aff ective reward that accompanies other relatively costly meaning-
ful behaviors (e.g., fl ow, altruism). Indeed, PA may play a role in developing, 
supporting, and maintaining the relations between the experience of meaning 
in life and these central sources of meaning. If we think of daily mood as the 
psychological glue that ties us to the events and activities of daily life, PA may 
serve as a natural meaning barometer or a meaning-detecting lens.

Th e Mundane and the Grand in Human Functioning and the Good Life

To the extent that the experience of meaning is an adaptive one, it may be 
for the best that individuals can shift  the sources-of-meaning judgments to 
ensure a positive answer to this existential question. Th at something as trivial 
and potentially fl eeting as positive mood promotes the grand experience of 
meaning in life does not devalue that grand experience. Rather, it demon-
strates the high importance of the experience of meaning in life. Pleasure is 
typically paired with behaviors that are necessary for survival; this might be 
considered evolution’s way of ensuring that we engage in the behaviors we 
must to continue living (de Waal, 1992). Sex and eating are oft en proff ered as 
examples of survival-relevant activities that are also paired with pleasure. We 
might add to this list the experience of meaning, which appears itself to be 
robustly related to pleasure.

Routinely basing one’s meaning in life on PA might not be the most eff ec-
tive strategy; but to the degree that PA is commonly paired with meaningful 
experience, the relationship between PA and the experience of meaning in 
life is not necessarily a troubling one. Meaning in life or eudaimonia, that 
side of well-being of which it is a part, need not be viewed as a rarifi ed experi-
ence reserved for those who have attained some level of existence beyond the 
mundane, everyday world that humans typically occupy. Catching a snippet 
of a beloved piece of music on the radio, chatting with the kids on the way 
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to soccer practice, or sitting down to dinner with friends—these mundane 
pleasantries may well represent the local experience of meaning. Th at such 
simple pleasures might enhance the perception and experience of meaning 
is not so much a puzzle to be solved as a remarkable aspect of healthy human 
functioning.
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Th e Good Life: A Tale of Two Concepts

Th e human struggle to grasp the elusive nature of the good and well-lived 
life extends from ancient to modern thought (McGill, 1967; Telfer, 1980). 
Greek philosophers attempted to grapple the good life through diff erent, oft en 
contradictory, formulations. Th us, for those who endorsed sheer hedonism, 
like Aristippus, the good life is epitomized in the experience of maximum 
pleasure. A more moderate school of hedonism was established by Epicurus, 
who advocated restraint in the consumption of pleasure. In contrast, Aristotle 
championed the optimal actualization of one’s potentials, which he termed 
eudaimonia. Referring to excellence and perfection of individuals’ virtues and 
talents, eudaimonia is a meaning-based prescription of the “supreme good” in 
life, and its attainment may sometimes require anguish rather than pleasure. 

Th is old controversy over whether the good life should primarily be pleasant 
or meaningful is not merely a philosophical question. It induces profound dif-
ferences in people’s art of living at the personal level (Veenhoven, 2003a) and 
underlies the rationale of governing people’s lives at the social level (Feldman, 
2004). Th us, Bentham regarded the fundamental propensity to seek pleasure 
and avoid pain as a natural key principle that defi nes the essence of happiness 
and determines the major role of governments: to provide the greatest happi-
ness to the greatest number of people. In contrast, Kant presented a moralistic 
view that renounced happiness as the complete good; rather, he regarded the 
performance of duty, which embodies universally reasoned values, as the cat-
egorical imperative. Both Benthanm and Kant, then, depict human beings as 
striving for certain ultimate ends, be that end happiness (as also proclaimed 
by such other empiricist philosophers as Hobbes and Locke) or a meaningful 
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perfection of a virtue or ideal (as also central to such idealist and teleological 
philosophers as Hegel and Schopenhauer). Being desired ends on the route to 
the good life, both happiness and meaning depend on mental and social insti-
tutions, such as communally shared beliefs and legal systems, which regulate 
the forms and attainability of these ends (Brunner, 2007; Tatarkiewicz, 1976). 

In the present chapter, we follow psychological inquiries of happiness and 
meaning in life that derived from, as well as further elaborated, the afore-
mentioned dilemmas of the philosophical accounts (Ryan & Deci, 2001; Ryff , 
1989). Particularly, we propose a psychological view that departs from the 
tradition that has treated happiness and meaning mainly as end results or 
outcomes of such antecedent factors as ways of life, psychological dispositions, 
biographical events, sociodemographic characteristics, and situational fac-
tors. As presented here, happiness and meaning constitute two dynamic sys-
tems designed to deal with the adverse contingencies of life. With this agentic 
role, happiness and meaning respectively provide distinct, yet complemen-
tary, functions of regulation and reconstruction. In this view, the individual’s 
shaping of the good life must be examined in conjunction with the existential, 
oft en dialectical, task of living within a hostile world. Following a preliminary 
overview, the chapter describes the distinct functions of happiness and mean-
ing in this conceptual framework. Before concluding, in a fi nal section the 
chapter presents the aft ermath of trauma endured by Holocaust survivors as a 
most pertinent example. 

Subjective Well-Being and Meaning in Life: A Preliminary Overview 

Happiness, as a popular term, is a synonym of the more research-oriented con-
struct of subjective well-being (SWB), which consists of cognitive and aff ective 
evaluations that people make about their lives. Th e former evaluations include 
long-term judgments of one’s general satisfaction with life, whereas the lat-
ter include reports on one’s immediate experiences of positive and negative 
aff ect (Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 1999; Eid & Larsen, 2008; Kahneman, 
Diener, & Schwarz, 1999). As a superordinate construct, SWB cannot be cap-
tured as mere hedonism, though some parts of SWB refl ect hedonistic con-
cerns (Brülde, 2007; Veenhoven, 2003b). Empirical research on SWB emerged 
during the 1950s in the search for indicators that could monitor quality of life 
at social and individual levels and has since then amassed an impressive pile 
of evidence. SWB is connected with heredity and personality and, to a lesser 
degree, with objective life conditions (DeNeve & Cooper, 1998; Lykken, 1999). 
Notably, researchers of SWB are bearers of good news: Th ey have found that 
SWB is a stable characteristic (McCrae & Costa, 1994) but still sensitive to sit-
uational clues (Schwarz & Strack, 1999); that most people maintain an above-
medium, positive baseline of SWB (Cummins & Nistico, 2002; Diener  & 
Diener, 1996); that people tend to adapt back to their SWB baseline following 
adversity (Diener, Lucas, & Scollon, 2006; Headey & Wearing, 1989); and that 

news:Th
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the level of positive aff ect is relatively independent from that of negative aff ect 
(Cacioppo, Gardner, & Berntson, 1999).

As a parallel concept, meaning in life essentially refers to a personal, desir-
ably consonant combination of cognitive schemas that connect diff erent time 
points and contexts along one’s life (Baumeister, 1991; McGregor & Little, 
1998). Th ese schemas encompass beliefs (Park, 2010), values (Baumeister, 
1991), and goals (Emmons, 1999; Klinger, Chapter 2, this volume). Modern 
research on meaning in life is even fresher than that of SWB and originates 
from such eminent humanistic psychologists as Maslow (1968) and Rogers 
(1961), from existential psychology (Yalom, 1980), and particularly from 
Frankl’s (1963, 1969) seminal theory that attributed humans with an innate 
drive termed the will to meaning. 

Recent research has delineated the motivations for meaning (Baumeister, 
1991; Baumeister & Vohs, 2002) and its manifestations (Davis, Nolen-Hoeksema, 
& Larson, 1998; Janoff -Bulman & Yopyk, 2004; Park, 2010). In line with Frankl’s 
assumptions, meaning in life has a vital contribution to adaptation, as evident 
in the evolutionary advantage of humans through the construction of goal-
directed perspectives (Klinger, Chapter 2, this volume) and the universal human 
tendency to integrate personal experiences into a unifi ed sense of self (Joseph & 
Linley, 2005). An adaptation model of meaningful life has been formulated in 
Ryff ’s (1989; Ryff  & Keyes, 1995; Ryff , Chapter 11, this volume) conception of 
psychological well-being, which refers to positive functioning and life pursuits 
in the face of challenge. In this conception, meaningful life has both psychoso-
cial and biological underpinnings and thus constitutes an essential part of posi-
tive health at large (Ryff  & Singer, 1998; Ryff , Singer, & Love, 2004).

Similarly to SWB, fi ndings on meaning are quite encouraging, because 
most people formulate meaningful life through the adoption of positive 
assumptions, beliefs, and expectations about themselves and the world 
around them. Th us, people generally conceive their world as benevolent 
and predictable, and their self as worthy (Janoff -Bulman, 1992), even if such 
conceptions have a moderately illusory nature (Taylor & Brown, 1988). Th is 
positivity bias in people’s meaning in life yields the oft en found correlation 
between meaning and SWB despite their being distinct psychological entities 
(Compton, Smith, Cornish, & Qualls, 1996; Keyes, Shmotkin, & Ryff , 2002; 
McGregor & Little, 1998; Ring, Höfer, McGee, Hickey, & O’Boyle, 2007; Ryff  & 
Keyes, 1995; Waterman, 1993; Waterman, Schwartz, & Conti, 2008). Th e cor-
relation between the two constructs may also suggest reciprocally causal links 
whereby positive aff ect facilitates advanced cognitive functions and behav-
ioral repertoires, thus fostering psychological growth and meaning making 
(Fredrickson, 2001; Fredrickson, Tugade, Waugh, & Larkin, 2003; King & 
Hicks, Chapter 6, this volume), whereas meaningful commitments and pur-
pose in life promote opportunities of satisfaction and happiness (Baumeister, 
1991; Emmons, 1999; Steger, Chapter 8, this volume).
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Th e launch of the positive psychology movement (Seligman & 
Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Snyder & Lopez, 2002) has facilitated the study of 
SWB and meaning under the umbrella of positive experience and human 
fl ourishing. Th us, unlike polar traditions of certain philosophers men-
tioned at the outset of this chapter, contemporary psychology increasingly 
integrates SWB and meaning as major faculties of the good life (Kashdan, 
Biswas-Diener,  & King, 2008; King & Napa, 1998; Ryan & Deci, 2001) and 
indeed as components within larger networks of qualities of life and arts of life 
(Veenhoven, 2000, 2003a). Th is trend has paved the way to a broader exami-
nation of human strengths (e.g., engagement, creativity, hope) whose agentic 
power in life is substantial (Peterson & Seligman, 2004; Seligman, 2002).

Challenging Subjective Well-Being and Meaning: 
The Hostile-World Scenario 

So far, the foregoing considerations lead to the conclusion that most people tend 
to be happy and to assimilate their life experiences into a global meaning sys-
tem. Being predominantly happy makes the life of those people pleasant enough, 
and adhering to a meaning system makes their world worthy enough to live 
in. Th is message may come as a surprise when one refl ects about the abundant 
dangers and suff ering that engulf people in our world. Large parts of human-
ity are daily exposed to imminent calamities, among them malnutrition, brutal 
violence, political oppression, deadly epidemics, natural disasters, and wars. 
Existence is shaky even for people in developed countries, because they too live 
under the threat of crime, terrorism, accidents, environmental pollution, illness, 
aging, and death. Inherent to the human condition are interpersonal confl icts 
that make many lives anguished through family breakups, social discrimina-
tion, and bitter rivalries. In view of the profound and long-lasting impact of 
these perils, one may be reluctant to accept the portrayal of the favorable life 
as one’s own envisioned future (Gilbert & Wilson, 2007; Lacey, Smith, & Ubel, 
2006). Indeed, Baumeister, Bratslavsky, Finkenauer, and Vohs (2001) presented 
persuasive evidence that “bad is stronger than good,” meaning that undesirable, 
harmful, or unpleasant outcomes have a greater impact than desirable, benefi -
cial, or pleasant ones (for additional evidence, see also Rozin & Royzman, 2001). 

Facing the foregoing listed dangers in our world, we each hold an image 
of the actual or potential threats to our lives or, more broadly, to our indi-
vidual physical and mental integrity. Th is image of adversity was termed by 
Shmotkin (2005) as the hostile-world scenario (HWS). Nourished by beliefs 
about likely catastrophes and infl ictions, the HWS functions as a system 
of appraisal that scans for any potential negative condition or for an even 
worse condition when a negative one already prevails. Th us, when activated 
adaptively, the HWS helps us to keep vigilant and prudent in our struggle to 
remain safe and well, but an extreme HWS generates a continuous sense of 
survivorship in a disastrous world.
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How does one resolve this unsettling contradiction between the intimidat-
ing and merciless world on the one hand and the ability of most people to 
lead generally happy and meaningful lives on the other hand? We argue that 
the answer lies in the unique attributes of SWB and meaning. Moreover, the 
diff erent tracks to the good life off ered by SWB and meaning present us with 
varied modi operandi when facing the hostile world and its scenarios. We next 
dwell on, while also distinguishing between, the special functions of SWB and 
those of meaning vis-à-vis the HWS.

Regulating the Hostile-World Scenario by Subjective Well-Being

In an attempt to integrate the aforementioned confl icting messages, Shmotkin 
(2005) proposed a new conceptual framework of SWB. Here, SWB is regarded 
as a dynamic system whose principal role is to constitute a favorable psycho-
logical environment, conceived as a positive state of mind that allows an indi-
vidual to maintain ongoing tasks by regulating the disturbing disruptions 
caused by the HWS. It should be stated that this favorable psychological envi-
ronment is not synonymous with other constructs of fi tness, such as adjust-
ment and mental health. A favorable psychological environment may lapse in 
mentally healthy individuals; conversely, mental illness does not preclude all 
ingredients of well-being (Keyes, 2005, 2007).

SWB acquires its dynamics and fl exibility by operating in multiple patterns 
of activity, defi ned as modules. Th e modules enumerated by Shmotkin (2005) 
locate SWB in four major contexts of psychological space and psychological 
time. Th ese modules include the private domain of self-awareness (experien-
tial SWB), the public domain of self-reports (declarative SWB), the synchronic 
interaction among dimensions of the self (diff erential SWB), and the diachronic 
trajectories of the personal life story along time (narrative SWB). Th is frame-
work creates profi les of diff erent levels of various SWB components across the 
distinctive modules. For example, people who convey a similar message of 
being happy (high declarative SWB) may be incorporated into strikingly dif-
ferent SWB profi les of multiple SWB representations such as private feelings 
of happiness or unhappiness, interactions between dimensions of positive and 
negative aff ect, and perceived trajectories of progression or regression in hap-
piness along time (see also Shmotkin, Berkovich, & Cohen, 2006). We contend 
that such confi gurations of SWB provide fl exible means in the service of man-
aging the adverse environments of the hostile world (for works on SWB profi les 
see Busseri, Sadava, Molnar, & DeCourville, 2009; Palgi & Shmotkin, 2010).

Elaborating the aforementioned conception, several SWB–HWS intersec-
tions may be suggested. As indicated by the literature, SWB most commonly 
counteracts the negativity of the HWS. Th is is done by a positively slanted 
baseline of SWB, termed the positivity off set (Cacioppo et al., 1999), ensuring 
that people’s motivation to approach their environment is stronger than their 
motivation to avoid it. Th e encounter with the negative representations of the 
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HWS requires a considerable mobilization of resources, but people gradually 
minimize this impact and return to their normal baseline (Taylor, 1991) by 
using such antidotes as positive aff ect (Fredrickson, 2001) and positive memo-
ries (Walker, Skowronski, & Th ompson, 2003). Yet, a caveat against an overly 
high SWB is in order. An infl ated SWB may disavow the HWS and drive 
people into a risky fool’s paradise. Th us, even when SWB is high, it should 
constantly negotiate with reality to avoid naiveté or excessive repression (e.g., 
Shedler, Mayman, & Manis, 1993).

At other times, SWB may be temporarily overpowered by the HWS. Such 
situations may be paramount for survival, when avoidant behavior is neces-
sary (e.g., Cacioppo et al., 1999), but also when approach tendencies fail and 
there is a need to redirect them (Carver, 2001). Sometimes people may even be 
motivated to inhibit SWB and to maintain the HWS in order to promote real-
istic thinking or to protect against future disappointments (Norem & Cantor, 
1986; Parrott, 1993). Nevertheless, when SWB is constantly overridden by the 
HWS, a permanent sense of catastrophe prevails and disrupts adaptive func-
tioning. Th is condition is especially expected among traumatized individuals 
(e.g., Herman, 1992), but as evident later, other SWB–HWS intersections may 
also follow trauma.

SWB and HWS can also cofunction. Here, SWB does not serve to ward 
off  the HWS; rather, SWB lets people benefi t from the favorable psychologi-
cal environment while remaining vigilant for hostile conditions. Th is strategy 
may be eff ective for handling complex situations, where the favorable psycho-
logical environment facilitates exploration and manipulation of certain HWS 
representations (Larsen, McGraw, & Cacioppo, 2001). Th is cofunctioning also 
extends to severely stressful situations, where a positive yet disillusioned out-
look helps individuals to reach a properly balanced resolution (Folkman & 
Moskowitz, 2000; Larsen, Hemenover, Norris, & Cacioppo, 2003). Indeed, as 
discussed later, such a coactivation of SWB and HWS can also characterize 
certain traumatized individuals who sustain their identity as survivors while 
leading a normal life.

Finally, it is possible that both SWB and the HWS maintain low activa-
tion. Low activation of both positive and negative evaluative processes denotes 
neutrality (Cacioppo et al., 1999). When transient, this state signals a reduced 
involvement with the environment, which may provide a relieving withdrawal 
(Carver, 2001). When lasting, this state refl ects a depleted ego with expended 
regulatory capabilities, practically helping to conserve the remaining resources 
in order to avoid full exhaustion (Baumeister, Muraven, & Tice, 2000). With 
little or no positive aff ect to replenish the depleted ego, a chronic deactiva-
tion of both SWB and the HWS signals a general psychic numbing common in 
posttraumatic distress (Asmundson, Stapleton, & Taylor, 2004; Lift on, 1993). 

In sum, SWB is not just an outcome or a by-product of other processes as 
it is typically addressed in research. Rather, it is an agentic force operating 
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in various modular ways within the mental apparatus of adaptation. By pro-
viding people with a positive climate for functioning, whether in everyday 
self-maintenance or in a higher order self-actualization, SWB has the role 
to regulate the HWS. Although various intersections between SWB and the 
HWS bear adaptive functions, the adaptive intersection in the long run is 
when SWB counteracts the HWS up to an optimal degree. However, such 
a result may not always be attainable. When SWB fails, redemption may be 
found by reestablishing meaning in life. 

Reconstructing the Hostile-World Scenario by Meaning 

Whereas SWB can regulate the HWS, meaning making can actually recon-
struct the HWS by creating or revising beliefs, values, and goals (Shmotkin, 
2005). As humans are a meaning-seeking species, their meaning systems 
are geared to process information into schemas that direct behavior at all 
levels and provide this behavior with purpose, coherence, and justifi cation 
(Kreitler & Kreitler, 1976). 

Th e aforementioned positivity bias in meaning systems functions to melio-
rate the HWS by off ering favorable interpretations to adverse life contingen-
cies through beliefs that dwell, partly unrealistically, on purpose, control, 
effi  cacy, optimism, coherence, and self-worth (Antonovsky, 1987; Baumeister, 
1991; Janoff -Bulman, 1992; Taylor & Brown, 1988). Meaning may, however, 
off er consonant interpretations of the world that do not necessarily follow 
favorable tracks but, rather, present tragic and pessimistic paradigms of life. 
Also in this case, meaning may serve adaptation by sharpening and sensitiz-
ing the HWS when the latter needs to scan potential adversity and make its 
implications explicit.

Meaning-making strategies are designed to assimilate the appraisals of 
actual situations into global beliefs or goals (Park, 2010). Th us, meaning can 
reconstruct the HWS by imposing an overarching principle that makes the 
HWS interpretable more adaptively. A simple example where the HWS can 
be interpreted more leniently is by imposing the principle of “happy end” that 
prevails in popular conceptions (“all’s well that ends well”; “there is no bad 
without good”), fairy tales, and many movie scripts. More elaborate is the 
reconstructive function of worldviews and self-esteem according to the theory 
of terror management (Pyszczynski, Greenberg, & Solomon, 1999), which pos-
tulates that the fear of death in people’s mind is a most potent determinant of 
behavior. Worldviews and self-esteem produce integrative schemes of mean-
ing that connect the self to immortal values and worth and thus transcend the 
individual’s death.

At other times, there is a need to handle major beliefs and goals concern-
ing situations or events that activate the HWS to such a high degree that one’s 
current conceptions are no longer tenable and need to be revised or even 
completely replaced. Processes of assimilation or accommodation can aff ect 
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construals of meaning attributed to one’s view of the world or to one’s sense 
of self. Th ese construals may be respectively sorted into meaning as compre-
hensibility versus meaning as signifi cance (Janoff -Bulman & Yopyk, 2004), or 
otherwise into making sense versus fi nding benefi t (Davis et al., 1998). Both 
comprehensibility (knowledge about existing threats) and signifi cance (esti-
mated eff ects of those threats on the self) are required, at least in rudimentary 
forms, to construct the HWS as an effi  cient scanner for actual and potential 
adversity.

Religion is a common unifying framework of meaning as well as a major 
personal striving (Emmons, 2005) that renders the HWS understandable and 
bearable by providing a sense of directionality, predictability, and self-worth 
(Park, 2005). Indeed, in view of the resource-congruence model, which pos-
its that coping effi  cacy depends on whether the coping response is congruent 
with the nature of the stress (Wong, Reker, & Peacock, 2006), religious ways of 
coping seem suitable to handle existential crises. Religious coping may involve 
the reconstructive principle of a just world (Lerner, 1980), positing that the 
world is basically a just and fair place where people ultimately get what they 
deserve (Hafer & Bègue, 2005). Religious coping may also involve a complete 
reframing of meaning related to the HWS, such as the conception that suff er-
ing is a sublime act of atonement and self-purifi cation or the notion that suf-
fering is part of a providential, benevolent plan of the world (Hudson, 1996). 

Another mechanism is the reconstruction of HWS within rational con-
tours of meaning so that horrible threats are interpretable in terms of control-
lable behaviors and reasonable calculations. Accordingly, people oft en address 
important elements in their HWS by taking precautions against hazards, buy-
ing insurance policies, practicing emergency drills, and adopting preventive 
health behaviors. 

Th e dynamic and fl exible nature of the meaning system in updating the 
HWS is further revealed when one recognizes that the search for meaning 
is relatively independent from the presence of meaning (Park, 2010; Steger, 
Frazier, Oishi, & Kaler, 2006). Although it is reasonable that people may not 
search for meaning when a sense of meaning is present, a state of meaning-
fulness may not foreclose further attempts to explore current or additional 
sources of meaning (Steger et al., 2006). However, a sense of meaninglessness 
may not automatically set in motion the search for meaning. Although this 
condition is discrepant with the human will to meaning, it is more wide-
spread among traumatized populations than was previously acknowledged 
(Davis, Wortman, Lehman, & Silver, 2000). Th is idea will be further elabo-
rated shortly.

As appears in the preceding examples, SWB and meaning function as over-
lapping modalities (Keyes et al., 2002) and therefore may aff ect the HWS syn-
ergistically. Echoing recent holistic models of the good life (Kashdan et al., 
2008), we acknowledge the reciprocal infl uence between SWB and meaning. 
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Indeed, a meaningful reconstruction of the HWS can fortify self-perceptions 
of SWB that in turn help to regulate the HWS; on the other hand, by suc-
cessfully regulating the HWS, SWB facilitates a better generation and aware-
ness of meaning (King & Hicks, Chapter 6, this volume). We further suggest 
that SWB and meaning complement each other in the engagement with the 
HWS. As we shortly demonstrate, the boundaries between SWB and meaning 
become particularly sharpened by the sequela of trauma (King & Pennebaker, 
1998; Shrira, Palgi, Ben-Ezra, & Shmotkin, 2011). In any case, whether SWB 
and meaning reinforce or complement each other, they have distinct opera-
tions that should not be confused: SWB makes actual or potential adversity 
more manageable by evaluating life as favorable, whereas meaning makes such 
adversity more interpretable by conceiving life as comprehensible. In these 
capacities, SWB and meaning are pivotal human resources. We now move on 
to examine how psychological trauma, when the HWS realizes itself, may put 
these two resources to the test.

Subjective Well-Being and Meaning Following Trauma: 
How Holocaust Survivors Regulate and Reconstruct a 
Chronically Activated Hostile-World Scenario

Psychological trauma is a harsh, oft en extreme realization of the HWS in per-
sonal life. Hence, trauma is a test case for the functionality of both SWB and 
meaning in life as pivotal components of the good life. As evident from vari-
ous arguments already presented, SWB and meaning are not easy to sustain 
in the aft ermath of trauma. First, trauma tears people away from the world of 
normalcy by shattering their fundamental assumptions about leading a wor-
thy life in a benevolent and predictable world (Janoff -Bulman, 1992). Second, 
it is feasible that the bad impact of the trauma proves stronger than that of 
many good experiences in the trauma survivor’s life (Baumeister et al., 2001). 
In addition, because loss is more potent than its equivalent gain, trauma may 
trigger a continuous loss cycle whereby the drainage of resources by the trauma 
generates further frailty rather than replenishment (Hobfoll, 1989). Also, clini-
cal experience shows that posttraumatic reactions are oft en fi xated in repeti-
tive structures manifesting notorious resistance to cure (Herman, 1992) and 
are susceptible to reactivation when new events of a reminiscent nature occur 
(Solomon, 1995). As summed up by Frijda (1988), “Th e emotional impact of 
traumatic events never really wanes, it can only be overwritten” (p. 354). 

In an apparent contradiction to the foregoing assertions, most trauma sur-
vivors manifest resilient functioning (Bonanno, 2004). Some even experience 
positive outcomes, widely referred to as posttraumatic growth (Calhoun  & 
Tedeschi, 2006; Tedeschi & Calhoun, Chapter 25, this volume), by improving 
and deepening their perceptions of the self, interpersonal relationships, and 
philosophy of life. Wong (2008) elaborates on a related state while extending 
Frankl’s model of tragic optimism, explaining how people may acknowledge 
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their pain while clinging to renewed sources of hope. Wong (2008) suggests 
that hope can be sustained in the midst of calamities by reaffi  rming the intrin-
sic value of human life, acknowledging the diffi  culties one is faced with, tran-
scending self-interest by dedicating oneself to a higher purpose, fortifying 
spiritual belief, and having the courage to face adversity. Tragic optimism is 
coupled with a bittersweet, yet more mature, sense of happiness such that it is 
less conditioned upon external circumstances because the fragility of human 
existence is already accounted for (King & Hicks, 2007). 

Th e positive evidence on the functioning and rehabilitation of trauma sur-
vivors points to the dialectical tasks that those survivors face: reformulating 
the blurred boundaries between vulnerability and resilience, combining evil 
and benevolent worlds into a coherent life story, and turning an ineradicable 
infl iction into a challenge of thriving. In order to clarify how SWB and mean-
ing serve as major vehicles for performing these posttrauma tasks, we turn 
our focus on the case of Holocaust survivors. 

Th e Holocaust has become a prototypic symbol of extreme human loss 
and suff ering perpetrated by an incomprehensibly evil power. Amid the mass 
extermination of Jews in World War II, survivors of the Holocaust faced the 
evident imminence of being murdered, suff ering systematic degradation and 
physical torment, losing their families and communities, undergoing disrup-
tion of their self-identity, and experiencing the total collapse of fundamen-
tal human values. Th e most extreme and massive nature of these experiences 
makes the psychological study of Holocaust survivors pertinent to cardinal 
questions about the limits of human endurance. Th ese questions initiated an 
array of psychological conceptions (e.g., Antonovsky, 1987; Bettelheim, 1979; 
Frankl, 1963) and outlined still unresolved issues in subsequent research 
(Ayalon, 2005; Shmotkin, 2003). 

Early research on Holocaust survivors focused on clinical settings, aggre-
gating the survivors’ distressful symptoms under the labels of concentra-
tion camp syndrome or survivor’s syndrome (Chodoff , 1963; Eitinger, 1964; 
Niederland, 1968) and since the 1980s using the contemporary term posttrau-
matic stress disorder (American Psychiatric Association, 2000). When research 
focus shift ed to the general survivor population, it became evident that a vast 
majority of survivors showed remarkable adaptive and reintegrative capaci-
ties alongside specifi c impairments and vulnerabilities (e.g., Kahana, Harel, & 
Kahana, 2005; Shmotkin, Blumstein, & Modan, 2003). Despite their past 
trauma and losses, many survivors succeeded in regaining self-reliance and 
fortitude, and they went on to fl ourish in familial and professional domains 
(Helmreich, 1992; Lev-Wiesel & Amir, 2003). 

A similarly mixed pattern was found with regard to SWB. Th us, studies 
found survivors as happy as comparisons when using measures of overall 
SWB (Carmil & Carel, 1986; Landau & Litwin, 2000; Shmotkin & Lomranz, 
1998). When each of the aff ects was measured separately, however, survivors 
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showed more negative aff ect (Ben-Zur & Zimmerman, 2005). Furthermore, 
survivors were lower than comparisons on aging-related themes of SWB 
(Kahana et al., 2005; Shmotkin & Lomranz, 1998) and on narrative-related 
measures of SWB (Cohen & Shmotkin, 2007; Shrira & Shmotkin, 2008). Th e 
integration of these fi ndings testifi es that survivors are vulnerable when faced 
with the various tasks of aging. Th e general decline, illnesses, and losses that 
accompany the aging process echo distant traumatic memories and intensify 
distress (Shmotkin, 2003). Th e need to review one’s life and to narrate a coher-
ent life story poses a laborious challenge for the survivors, who have lived in 
irreconcilable worlds of normalcy and trauma (Lomranz, 1998, 2005). 

Frankl (1963, 1969), a Holocaust survivor himself, argued that survivors 
could endure the agonizing suff ering by rising above the dehumanizing horror 
and embracing beliefs, values, and goals. As a result of the traumatic experi-
ences, survivors became painfully aware of what was precious and valuable in 
their lives, and so they further toiled to preserve it. To Frankl, this determina-
tion refl ected the defi ant power of the human spirit. Th ese avenues of meaning 
generation certainly explain the recovery of large numbers of the Holocaust 
survivors. Many of the survivors found relief in dwelling on such relatively 
demarcated themes of meaning as maintaining their self-decency, adhering 
to their religious faith, or vowing to serve as a voice for those who perished 
(Shantall, 1999). Another prevalent theme among survivors was the notion 
that their postwar adjustment and successes served as an ultimate proof that 
the demonic Nazi plan was thwarted (Kahana et al., 2005).

In other veins, however, studies indicate that clinical groups of survivors 
had diffi  culties in reconstructing meaning systems as illustrated, for example, 
by a fragile assumptive world (Brom, Durst, & Aghassy, 2002). Also, survi-
vors sampled in the community yielded mixed results: Some held negative 
views about the self and the world, whereas others held views that were similar 
or even more positive compared to those of comparisons (Brom et al., 2002; 
Prager & Solomon, 1995). Th e mixed results seemingly attest to the complex, 
indeed paradoxical, process by which survivors establish renewed schemas of 
meaning (Suedfeld, 2003).

Th e life-narrative framework may be helpful in combining the fi ndings 
on SWB and meaning in general, and when referring to traumatized people 
in particular. McAdams, who established a conception of the life story as an 
essential agent of self-identity, further delineated the narrative identity as a 
major level of personality that embodies the most extended and elaborated 
forms of satisfaction and meaning (McAdams, 1993, Chapter 5, this vol-
ume). Moreover, the three functions of autobiographical narratives—namely, 
identity maintenance, instrumental and interpersonal reinforcement (e.g., 
Cappeliez, O’Rourke, & Chaudhury, 2005)—resonate the three basic psycho-
logical needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness that are highlighted 
by the self-determination theory as the royal road to the good and healthy 
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life (Weinstein, Ryan, & Deci, Chapter 4, this volume). Also, autobiographical 
techniques tap the most from narratives when combining an expression of 
emotions in memories with a critical examination of life, which together pro-
mote SWB and meaning (Reker, Birren, & Svensson, Chapter 18, this volume). 
Narratives are particularly pivotal to SWB and meaning in old age, because 
narrative elaborations commensurate with the developmental tasks of recon-
ciling and integrating the various periods in one’s life (Butler, 1963; Erikson, 
1982; Krause, Chapter 19, this volume; Shmotkin & Shrira, in press; Wong & 
Watt, 1991). Nevertheless, among traumatized people, and especially among 
traumatized elderly, narrative frameworks may have paradoxical eff ects. On 
the one hand, when positive and negative autobiographical events are inter-
woven into a larger mental framework, both SWB and meaning are fortifi ed 
(Pennebaker & Chung, 2006; Sommer, Baumeister, & Stillman, Chapter 14, 
this volume). On the other hand, narrating one’s life may invoke horrid mem-
ories of past trauma, thus catalyzing considerable distress. 

Using their narrative, survivors may derive positive aspects of life (de Vries, 
Suedfeld, Krell, Blando, & Southard, 2005; Shmotkin et al., 2006; Suedfeld 
et  al., 2005), which in turn facilitate the option to address the past trauma 
openly and learn to live with the incongruence that it introduces into the nar-
rative (Danieli, 1981; Lomranz, 2005). However, as presented in the following 
discussion, the benefi cial role of self-narrative in integrating SWB and mean-
ing varies according to the way that the survivors approach their trauma.

Narratives of survivors strongly refl ect the perceived temporal status of the 
trauma (O’Kearney & Perrott, 2006; Shmotkin & Barilan, 2002) as well as its 
verbal disclosure (Finkelstein & Levy, 2006; Pennebaker, Barger, & Tiebout, 
1989). Th e temporal and verbal elements respectively refl ect the regulation of 
the traumatic experience as part of a developmental (time-bound) trajectory of 
life and social (verbally dominated) interaction with the environment. Th ese 
regulatory processes can denote diff erent modes of victimization. In this con-
text, Shmotkin and Barilan (2002) found that diff erent time perspectives serve 
as modes of coping with the trauma among Holocaust survivors. Some survi-
vors remain enmeshed in their traumatic experience: Th ey experience present 
threats as the continuation of past persecutions and even prepare themselves 
for another potential Holocaust. For other survivors, the Holocaust exists as 
a compartmentalized experience that provides a relative freedom from intru-
sive traumatic memories. Th ese two basic modes were titled as Holocaust-as-
present and Holocaust-as-past, respectively. 

Intersecting the temporal status of the trauma with trauma-related ver-
bal disclosure, Shrira and Shmotkin (2006) delineated four diff erent victim-
ization types. First, there are survivors with renounced victimization; these 
individuals tend to remain distant from the Holocaust at both temporal and 
verbal levels. Th en, there are survivors with a commemorating victimization; 
such survivors frequently relate to their traumatic past, but in a past-oriented, 
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controlled manner. Th is approach enables them to emphasize the role of the 
Holocaust as a forging event in their lives and to derive pride from their sur-
vivor identity. Survivors with withdrawn victimization try to avoid being 
fl ooded by the trauma through fl attening their Holocaust-related verbal 
expressions. Unlike their renouncing counterparts, who detach their identity 
from the trauma, withdrawn survivors are characterized by a general numb-
ness that still signals a continuous, present sense of survivorship. Finally, sur-
vivors with absorbed victimization recurrently and intrusively experience the 
trauma while also frequently expressing their misery.

Given that typologies tend to oversimplify complex patterns, it is not assumed 
that the foregoing types fully account for the range of possible victimization 
experiences. Nevertheless, we propose this typology because it presumably cap-
tures major experiences in ways that refl ect how trauma may be regulated both 
internally and externally. Moreover, the victimization typology reverberates 
other typologies of survivors (Bettelheim, 1979; Bergmann, 1985; Danieli, 1988; 
Hantman & Solomon, 2007; Kahana, Kahana, King, Harel, & Seckin, 2008), 
and, notably, its types embody the aforementioned regulatory and reconstruc-
tive operations of SWB and meaning vis-à-vis the trauma-based HWS. 

Th us, by distancing themselves from the trauma, renouncing survivors 
successfully meliorate the HWS through relatively high levels of SWB. Th eir 
avoidant strategy (e.g., Shedler et al., 1993), however, also minimizes their con-
scious engagement with the traumatic experience so that attempts to formu-
late meaning for this experience are foreclosed. Commemorating survivors 
preserve cognitive and emotional strategies that dialectically sustain a signifi -
cant place for the Holocaust in their lives, yet the strategies allow for adaptive 
functioning. Th e dedicated and relieving activity of commemoration (e.g., 
bearing witness to the young generation) produces positive feelings that let 
SWB cofunction with the terrible HWS involved, while also generating mean-
ing (e.g., disseminating the historic lesson of the Holocaust) that reframes 
the pertinent HWS by giving it a role in life-long reconstruction processes 
(Armour, 2003; Lomranz, 2005). Th is type of victimization is regarded as typ-
ically conductive to posttraumatic growth (Tedeschi & Calhoun, Chapter 25, 
this volume). Finally, the withdrawn, as well as the absorbed, survivors suff er 
from chronically impaired posttraumatic functioning (Bonanno, 2004). Th eir 
fragmented and dissociated traumatic memories preclude reconstruction, 
sustaining an unsafe view of the world and a fragile view of the self (Gampel, 
2000). Th is split and fragmented existence depletes the withdrawn survivors 
(Baumeister et al., 2000) and confi nes them to a numb position (Asmundson 
et al., 2004), as characterized by a low activation of both SWB and the HWS 
as well as by extinguished processes of meaning making. On the other hand, 
absorbed survivors cannot resist being fl ooded by the trauma, so that their 
HWS overrides their SWB. Yet, their distress also signals a prolonged but 
fruitless search for the meaning of the trauma. We are currently conducting a 
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large-scale study to further delineate this typology and test certain relation-
ships between its types and factors of human strength. 

Summing up, it seems that SWB and meaning continuously attempt to 
tackle the chronically activated HWS that follows a severe trauma. Th e pro-
cesses involved partly take place in the narrative realm according to options 
of time perspective (treating the trauma as past or present) and self-disclo-
sure (treating the trauma in private or in public). Th rough their inclination 
to certain types of victimization, which actually sketch varieties of the HWS, 
trauma survivors maintain their negotiation with the good life. In the aft er-
math of the most hellish circumstances, the novelist and Holocaust survivor 
Primo Levi phrased his insight thus: “Sooner or later in life everyone dis-
covers that perfect happiness is unrealizable, but there are few who pause 
to consider the antithesis: that perfect unhappiness is equally unattainable” 
(1958/1995, p. 17). 

Conclusion 

Our main purpose in this chapter is to show that the very separation between 
SWB and meaning in life, along with their reciprocal links, enables people to 
take multiple paths in dealing with the threats of the surrounding world. We 
maintain that the scenarios of the hostile world are typically experienced as 
manageable as a result of the regulatory function of SWB mechanisms and 
perceived as interpretable through the reconstructive function of meaning-
making systems. Extending a previously formulated model on well-being in 
the face of adversity (Shmotkin, 2005), we further examine how SWB and 
meaning serve as major assets in people’s encounters with trauma. We argue 
that extreme trauma sets limits to the operative capabilities of SWB and 
meaning. Hence, a particularly strained and dialectical life is imposed on 
trauma survivors who cannot surmount the paradox of living in unbridgeable 
spheres, namely, a sphere that permits growth by the benevolent normalcy of 
life and one that is governed by the horrifi c eruption of human evil. 
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Th e previous edition of Th e Human Quest for Meaning arrived at a water-
shed moment for meaning-in-life research. Appearing in the same year as 
Ryff  and Singer’s (1998) infl uential treatise on psychological well-being (Ryff  
and Singer also contributed to Th e Human Quest for Meaning), the two con-
tributions set the stage for innovative, rigorous, mainstreamed, and revital-
ized empirical inquiry into the nature, origins, and consequences of people’s 
beliefs that their lives are meaningful. Exciting research now is building on 
a foundation of four decades of work. Th is body of foundational research is 
the focus of this chapter. Meaning, by its very nature, appears to be an inte-
grating factor in people’s lives, drawing together the threads of their eff orts 
to achieve happiness, withstand distress, and attain transcendence beyond 
their solitary selves (Steger, 2009). In a parallel fashion, this chapter focuses 
on providing an overview and a conceptual framework for viewing what the 
fi eld has learned about the well-being, psychopathology, and spirituality cor-
relates of meaning in life.

Meaning in Life

Plato observed that humans are beings in search of meaning; people automati-
cally coax meaning from their experiences, including the experience of life 
itself. Meaning is the web of connections, understandings, and interpretations 
that help us comprehend our experience and formulate plans directing our 
energies to the achievement of our desired future. Meaning provides us with 
the sense that our lives matter, that they make sense, and that they are more 
than the sum of our seconds, days, and years. Comprehending our experience 
in this way builds the cognitive component of meaning in life. Th e cogni-
tive component of meaning in life thus refers to the understandings that we 
develop of who we are, what the world is like, and how we fi t in with and relate 
to the grand scheme of things (Heine, Proulx, & Vohs, 2006; Steger, 2009). 
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If people grasp these qualities, their comprehension should give them a fi rm 
grounding in their life experiences. Th ey will have a strong set of related mem-
ories that coalesce into a continuous narrative, defensible theories about how 
the world works, and the ability to test theories of how they are perceived by 
others (e.g., self-verifi cation theory; Swann, Rentfrow, & Gunn, 2003). Because 
of this they should be able to forge links between familiar experiences and 
new ones, integrating new experiences into the web of associations bringing 
unity to their lives. 

Th e cognitive component of meaning also may provide a foundation from 
which people develop the aspirations and identify the pursuits that provide 
their lives with a sense purpose and mission. Th is sense of purpose comprises 
the motivational component of meaning, which is the other half of the con-
ceptual core of meaning in life. In some ways, this motivational component 
may be most familiar to readers. When a person talks about the meaning of 
his or her life, it oft en seems the question relates to what that life is for (what 
purpose does it serve?) or what that persons will accomplish (what are you 
going to do with your life?). Th e value of fi nding an overarching goal or mis-
sion to which one’s life can be dedicated has led to the inclusion of purpose 
in the defi nition of psychological well-being proposed by Ryff  and colleagues 
(e.g., Ryff , 1989; Ryff  & Singer, 1998). Other prominent theories of well-being 
have similarly prioritized having goals and a sense of purpose (e.g., Emmons, 
1986; Klinger, 1977). Others contend that it is important to develop a set of 
motivations closely aligned with one’s authentic self (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 2000; 
McGregor & Little, 1998; Sheldon & Elliot, 1999; Waterman, 1993). I argue 
that the goals people develop are most benefi cial when they arise naturally 
from the unique ways they comprehend life; when the cognitive component of 
meaning provides the springboard for the motivational component. 

Together the cognitive (comprehension) and motivational (purpose) 
aspects of meaning in life distinguish meaning from other psychological con-
structs (Steger, 2009). By binding together these two important dimensions of 
human psychological functioning, meaning in life is relevant to a broad range 
of quality-of-life issues. Although meaning in life derives from comprehen-
sion and purpose that are attained at a high level of abstraction, more specifi c 
and subsidiary processes are implicated. Th e cognitive component of meaning 
in life rests on understanding self, world, and niche, and thus people high in 
meaning would be expected to be high in those domains as well. From here 
we may be able to proceed logically down to lower levels of abstraction. For 
example, people’s understanding of their niches implies they understand how 
they relate to others, how they perform under certain circumstances, and how 
they respond to certain contextual factors. Continuing this example, people 
high in meaning may have greater awareness that people sometimes interpret 
their shyness as aloofness, that they prefer to have clear guidelines and time-
lines for projects they’re working on, and that they become moody on rainy 
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days. It is easy to see why knowledge like this would be benefi cial, for people 
would be able anticipate and regulate their behaviors in adaptive ways. Th ese 
links have rarely been articulated in a coherent fashion, however, and they 
have not been tested empirically.

With What Should Meaning in Life Correlate?

A great deal of research has been conducted regarding meaning in life, and it 
is the purpose of this chapter to provide a review of the major domains of fi nd-
ings. Although some experimental research has been conducted on meaning 
in life, correlational research comprises the bulk of published meaning-in-life 
studies. Th erefore, this chapter will focus primarily on correlational fi ndings. 

On the one hand, there is a wealth of information about how people who 
say their lives are meaningful characterize other aspects of themselves, their 
relationships, and their lives. On the other hand, this research can convey the 
appearance of a lot of activity with little thematic unity. Because of its sheer 
vastness, it can be diffi  cult to know what has already been reported and to 
identify linkages across research programs and domains. Viewing meaning 
in terms of its cognitive and motivational aspects provides a framework for 
anticipating and understanding much of this research. Further, a useful start-
ing point for bringing order to the mass of fi ndings in the literature is pro-
vided by looking at some common, and sensible, families of related variables, 
namely, well-being, psychological distress, and spirituality.

Both comprehension and purpose suggest ways in which meaning in life 
could help people foster well-being; resolve, as well as develop future resilience 
to, psychological distress; and cultivate a sense of spiritual connection with 
something larger than their momentary experiences. I will briefl y discuss 
three of these: the sense that one’s life matters, the articulation of valued and 
overarching goals, and the feeling that one’s life makes sense, transcending 
the moment. 

One of the theoretical characteristics of the comprehension component of 
meaning is the sense that one’s life matters. A life that matters holds value, 
conceptually connecting meaning with such well-being variables as life satis-
faction and self-esteem, in which one’s life or self is perceived to hold value in 
terms of satisfaction, esteem, or worth. Low self-worth is a diagnostic marker 
for several psychopathological syndromes, including depression. Th us, failure 
to develop the sense that one’s life matters, or losing that perspective, might 
play a role in the experience of psychological distress. It is possible that people 
might feel their lives matter in a restricted sense pertaining only to their imme-
diate circumstances (e.g., I matter because I left  a nice tip). Even this limited 
sense of “mattering” would oft en involve a connection with other people, and 
we might further expect that people also see their lives mattering in the big-
ger picture. Th is sense of mattering may help them see connections between 
their experience and more grandly encompassing circles of life, akin to what 
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Allport (1961) called the mature self. As the circles expand to include roman-
tic partners, family and friends, neighborhood, community, social causes, 
religious movements, humanity, and life, people may transcend the bounds of 
their momentary existence and gain a sense of spiritual connectedness.

Th e purpose aspect of meaning also links meaning in life with well-being. 
Frankl (1963) was a strong advocate for people’s need to develop a clear vision 
of what they are trying to accomplish through their lives and that this vision 
could answer questions about meaning in their lives. Th e development and 
pursuit of goals may be rooted in well-functioning appetitive motivational sys-
tems (also known as behavioral approach systems; Carver, Sutton, & Scheier, 
2000; Elliott & Th rash, 2002; Gable, Reis, & Elliot, 2002; Gray, 1987). Th ese 
systems facilitate the acquisition of such sought-aft er environmental rewards 
as new relationships, new sources of food, and opportunities for growth, 
which can all lead to greater meaning in life (Kashdan & Steger, 2007). Th ere 
is support for links between purpose and well-being on several levels, from 
immediate intentions to engage in a goal-supporting activity (Gollwitzer, 
1999) to the  ability to engage in long-term planning (e.g., Little, Salmela-
Aro,  & Phillips, 2006). A lack of interest and heightened indecisiveness is 
likewise part of the symptom profi le of some psychopathological syndromes, 
including depression. Such factors may decrease people’s abilities to form and 
pursue goals. Viewed in a longer term sense, goals can provide a trajectory for 
a person’s life. Th e type of goal orientation intended by the term purpose sug-
gests a mission that can motivate persons for long periods of time, organizing 
their activities toward long-term, highly valued goals. Although such goals 
do not necessarily require that a mission-driven person be spiritual, they are 
consistent with a sense of spirituality and the transcendence of mundane daily 
distractions.

Making sense of one’s life should be related to a sense of certainty and self-
understanding. Some research indicates that having a clear view of one’s self 
is related to well-being (Campbell, 1990). Th ere may be a link between the 
sense people makes of their lives and the clarity they achieve in their self-
understanding. Th is link may be achieved through people’s life narratives. 
Psychiatric patients oft en complain of feeling disoriented, and some intrigu-
ing research suggests that even people suff ering from schizophrenia benefi t 
from the creation of coherent stories explaining their aberrant experiences. 
In this research, people with symptomatic schizophrenia reported higher 
meaning than did post-treatment people with schizophrenia whose delu-
sional symptoms had receded (Roberts, 1991). Th e power of people’s ability 
to make sense of their experience has inspired an approach to psychological 
distress known as narrative therapy. Narrative therapy regards clients’ psy-
chological problems as an opportunity for clients to rewrite their story, oft en 
working to transform their self-images from helpless victim of their disorder 
to empowered agent of change (Brown & Augusta-Scott, 2007). Finally, being 
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able to make sense of one’s life, discern a pattern across one’s experiences, and 
expand awareness beyond the immediate press of the moment should provide 
a person with a sense of transcendence about his or her experience. People’s 
lives encompass more than what is happening now; their lives instead trace 
an arc of experience that links past and present circumstances to future pros-
pects and pursuits. People’s ability to make sense of their lives should facilitate 
this sort of transcendence, enabling them to fi nd a meaningful place for the 
things that happen to them and in the world around them. 

Th e previous discussion attempted to lend some structure to the large 
number of variables that have been empirically linked with meaning in life. 
I focused on developing conceptual links between the theoretical elements of 
meaning in life, comprehension, and purpose, as well as specifi c aspects of 
those elements (life matters, is endowed with purpose, and makes sense) and 
well-being, psychological distress, and spirituality. Th e scarcity of eff orts to 
delineate the variables meaning should be related to, and the reasons why (i.e., 
the nomological net; Cronbach & Meehl, 1955), is surprising. Meaning is, at its 
heart, an integrating factor for people. Meaning pulls together people’s ideas 
about who they are, the kind of world they live in, and how they relate to the 
people and environments around them. Meaning incorporates these elements 
into people’s aspirations and overarching aims. Th is is the kind of meaning, 
philosophers have argued, that helps sustain us through adverse circumstance 
(see Frankl, 1963). 

In the subsequent sections, we will review the literature linking meaning 
in life with well-being, psychological distress, and spirituality. In the past, it 
has been common to include the Sense of Coherence Test (SOC; Antonovsky, 
1987) among measures of meaning in life. Although there is some evidence 
that the SOC is strongly related to measures of meaning in life, and the SOC 
includes a subscale labeled “Meaningfulness,” it is somewhat misleading to 
refer to the SOC, or even the Meaningfulness subscale, as a measure of mean-
ing in life. Th e SOC was designed to assess a basic coping disposition in which 
people orient themselves to stressors and challenges in an eff ective and proac-
tive manner (Antonovsky, 1987; Sammallahti, Holi, Komulainen, & Aalberg, 
1996). Th us, the SOC is more similar to such psychological concepts as hardi-
ness (e.g., see Maddi, 2005).

Well-Being

Contemporary meaning-in-life research oft en draws on psychological theo-
ries of well-being, particularly eudaimonic well-being (King, Hicks, Krull, 
& Del Gaiso, 2006; Steger, Kashdan, & Oishi, 2008). Eudaimonic theories of 
well-being focus on fully fl ourishing and achieving one’s potential as a human 
being. Given the focus of these theories on people achieving their optimal 
levels of functioning, it is no surprise that meaning in life appears in several 
accounts of eudaimonic well-being. In some theories, meaning or purpose 
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in life is a defi nitional characteristic of well-being; that is, persons cannot be 
considered to have achieved well-being if they do not feel that their lives have 
meaning or purpose (e.g., Ryff  & Singer, 1998). In other theories, meaning 
in life is one of several outcomes, or indicators, expected if an individual has 
reached his or her potential (e.g., Ryan & Deci, 2001). Even in much broader 
eff orts to defi ne well-being, meaning in life is regarded as a valuable indicator 
of positive functioning (e.g., Diener & Seligman, 2004). Th e components con-
sidered to be central to the experience of meaning—feeling that life matters, 
identifying a sense of purpose, and achieving an understanding of one’s self 
and one’s life—hold direct implications for well-being. 

Beginning with the most basic level of well-being, several studies have 
linked meaning in life with positive aff ect and emotions (Chamberlain & 
Zika, 1988; Kennedy, Kanthamani, & Palmer, 1994; Keyes, Shmotkin, & Ryff , 
2002; King et al., 2006; Ryff , 1989; Steger, Frazier, Oishi, & Kaler, 2006; Steger, 
Kashdan, & Oishi, 2008; Zika & Chamberlain, 1992), including feelings of 
high morale (Ryff , 1989), love, joy, and vitality (Steger et al., 2006). Links with 
positive aff ect have been replicated among elderly American and Taiwanese 
respondents (Chang & Dodder, 1983). According to a recent meta-analysis, 
the correlation between meaning in life and positive aff ect among older adults 
is .47 (Pinquart, 2002).

Meaning in life is also associated with such positive personality traits as 
Extraversion (Mascaro & Rosen, 2005; Pearson & Sheffi  eld, 1974a; Schmutte & 
Ryff , 1997; Steger et al., 2006; Steger, Kashdan, Sullivan, & Lorentz, 2008), 
Agreeableness (Mascaro & Rosen, 2005; Schmutte & Ryff , 1997; Steger et al., 
2006; Steger, Kashdan, Sullivan, et al., 2008), Conscientiousness (Mascaro  & 
Rosen, 2005; Schmutte & Ryff , 1997; Steger et al., 2006; Steger, Kashdan, Sullivan, 
et al., 2008), and Openness to Experience (Schmutte & Ryff , 1997). Th ese fi nd-
ings have been replicated in a German sample (Schnell & Becker, 2006).

Positive aff ect and personality traits delineate well-being on a basic level. 
So too do a variety of broadband measures of wellness. Several studies have 
reported links between meaning in life and various measures of global hap-
piness in American (Ryff  & Keyes, 1995), Dutch (e.g., Debats, 1996; Debats, 
van der Lubbe, & Wezeman, 1993), and Japanese samples (Steger, Kawabata, 
Shimai, & Otake, 2008). Also reported are links between meaning in life and 
psychological adjustment (N. J. Th ompson, Coker, Krause, & Henry, 2003), 
including adjustment among elderly nursing home residents (O’Conner  & 
Vallerand, 1998) and general well-being in American college and adult 
samples (e.g., Bonebright, Clay, & Ankenmann, 2000; Garfi eld, 1973; Reker, 
Peacock, & Wong, 1987; Scannell, Allen, & Burton, 2002; Steger, Kashdan, 
Sullivan, et al., 2008; Wong, 1998a; Zika & Chamberlain, 1987, 1992), as 
well as among Chinese adults (Shek, 1995), Korean adolescents (Shin, Lee, 
& Lee, 2005), community- and institution-dwelling older adults (Fry, 2000; 
Reker, 2002), and bereaved older adults (Fry, 2001). Finally, meaning in life 
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is positively correlated with quality of life among cancer patients (Brady, 
Peterman, Fitchett, Mo, & Cella, 1999).

At a somewhat more specifi c level, several studies (Bonebright et al., 2000; 
Chamberlain & Zika, 1988; Keyes, Shmotkin, & Ryff , 2002; Ryff , 1989; Ryff  & 
Keyes, 1995; Steger, 2006; Steger & Frazier, 2005; Steger et al., 2006; Steger & 
Kashdan, 2006; Steger, Kashdan, & Oishi, 2008; Zika & Chamberlain, 1992) 
have reported a link between meaning in life and life satisfaction—the degree 
to which people positively evaluate their lives—which is a fi nding replicated 
among elderly nursing home residents (O’Conner & Vallerand, 1998).

Just as meaning in life should be related to satisfaction with life, it should 
be related to satisfaction with self. Indeed, several studies have reported a 
link between meaning in life and self-esteem in American (Ryff , 1989; Steger, 
2006; Steger et al., 2006) and Dutch (Debats, 1996) samples and between 
meaning in life and self-acceptance (Garfi eld, 1973; Ryff , 1989; Steger, 
Kashdan, Sullivan, et al., 2008), self-actualization (Ebersole & Humphreys, 
1991; Phillips, Watkins, & Noll, 1974), and positive self-regard (Phillips et al., 
1974) among general samples. Th is relationship between meaning and self-
worth has been found among prisoners (Reker, 1977), elderly nursing home 
residents (O’Conner & Vallerand, 1998), and Chinese students (Shek, 1992). 
Similar results have been obtained with self-confi dence among Dominican 
nuns in training (Crumbaugh, Raphael, & Shrader, 1970). 

An interesting side branch of this work has reported positive relations 
between meaning in life and other positive, self-empowering traits. Th is 
list includes ego resiliency (Tryon & Radzin, 1972) and ego strength among 
Chinese students (Shek, 1992), internal locus of control (Phillips, 1980; Reker, 
1977; Reker & Peacock, 1981; Ryff , 1989), internal health locus of control among 
people with spinal cord injuries (N. J. Th ompson et al., 2003), autonomy (Reid, 
1996; Ryff , 1989; Steger, Kashdan, Sullivan, et al., 2008), personal growth (Ryff , 
1989; Steger, Kashdan, Sullivan, et al., 2008), self-control (Garfi eld, 1973), sense 
of control (Newcomb & Harlow, 1986), ambition in Dutch samples (Debats et 
al., 1993), personal responsibility among high school students (Furrow, King, 
& White, 2004), less chance and powerful other locus of control (Ryff , 1989), 
environmental mastery (Ryff , 1989; Steger, Kashdan, Sullivan, et al., 2008), 
and a sense of mastery among Chinese students (Shek, 2001).

Individuals who report high meaning in life also appear to report more 
desirable perspectives and outlooks. For example, meaning in life is related 
to more positive perceptions of the world (Sharpe & Viney, 1973; Simon, 
Arndt, Greenberg, Pyszczynski, & Solomon, 1998) and toward life in general 
among retired academics (Acuff  & Allen, 1970) and one’s present and future 
life (Reker, 1977). High-meaning people also report greater future orienta-
tion (Reker & Peacock, 1981) as well as more positive future orientations 
(Steger, Kashdan, Sullivan, et al., 2008), including greater hope and optimism 
(Mascaro & Rosen, 2005, 2006; Mascaro, Rosen, & Morey, 2004; Steger, 2006; 
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Steger & Frazier, 2005; Steger et al., 2006). A greater number of present and 
future strivings have been reported among college students (Simmons, 1980) 
and cancer patients (S. C. Th ompson & Pitts, 1993). Adults high in meaning 
in life enjoy their work more and report lesser workaholism (Bonebright et al., 
2000).

Finally, there is some evidence that people high in meaning in life may 
be better equipped to manage life’s challenges. Th ey report more eff ective 
past coping in Dutch (Debats, Drost, & Hansen, 1995) and American (Jim, 
Richardson, Golden-Kreutz, & Anderson, 2006; Stevens, Pfost, & Wessels, 
1987) samples, less avoidance coping and more emotion-focused coping 
(Edwards & Holden, 2001), more positive emotional regulation in Korean 
adolescents (Shin et al., 2005).

In summary, there appear to be abundant links between meaning in life 
and a very wide range of other indicators of well-being. One might be tempted 
to conclude that life is as empty of suff ering as it is full of happiness for people 
who feel their lives are meaningful. However, in light of rapidly accumulating 
evidence that positive and negative psychological processes constitute diff er-
ent systems (e.g., Ryff  et al., 2006), it is perhaps reckless to assume that because 
meaning in life is related to more of what is good in life it is also related to less 
of what is bad. Th e next section reviews the evidence regarding this latter idea.

Psychological Distress and Psychopathology

One of the most infl uential ideas to arise from Frankl’s (1963) writings was 
that the attitude one takes toward suff ering is a route to meaning. Some suf-
fering may be unavoidable; and being able to endure such suff ering in a man-
ner that reduces its damage to the self, relationships, and life goals while also 
using the suff ering to challenge one’s priorities, strengthen one’s bonds with 
others, and develop a broader purpose should provide deep meaning for peo-
ple. From a diff erent perspective, some people have argued that meaning in 
life may serve as a resource in the face of suff ering, providing a buff er from 
the negative impact of traumatic events, for example (e.g., Steger, Frazier, & 
Zacchanini, 2008). Th e relationship between meaning in life and the types of 
attributions, interpretations, and meaning people develop surrounding spe-
cifi c traumatic events has attracted considerable theoretical attention (e.g., 
Janoff -Bulman & Yopyk, 2004; Park & Folkman, 1997) but less empirical 
attention. Nonetheless, an enhanced sense of life’s meaning is a commonly 
observed positive outcome of enduring diffi  cult life events (Tedeschi, Park, & 
Calhoun, 1998), and the possibilities for testing models of how meaning in life 
and psychological suff ering interact appear rich.

Aside from the possibility that successful coping with psychological dis-
tress may facilitate enhanced meaning in life, there are conceptual reasons to 
expect that people with more meaning in life would report less psychologi-
cal distress and lower psychopathology. Valuing one’s life, having a sense of 
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direction and purpose, and being able to comprehend one’s experience seem 
contradictory to many manifestations of psychological distress. 

At a basic level of psychological distress is the experience of negative aff ect 
and emotions. Research indicates that meaning in life is inversely related to 
negative aff ect and emotions (e.g., Chamberlain & Zika, 1988; Kennedy et al., 
1994; Keyes et al., 2002; Steger, Kashdan, & Oishi, 2008; Zika & Chamberlain, 
1992), including fear, anger, shame, and sadness (Steger et al., 2006), rumina-
tion (Steger, Kashdan, Sullivan, et al., 2008), stress (Flannery & Flannery, 1990; 
Flannery, Perry, Penk, & Flannery, 1994; Frenz, Carey, & Jorgensen, 1993), 
and general psychological distress among breast cancer survivors (Vickberg, 
Bovbjerg, DuHamel, Currie, & Redd, 2000).

Meaning in life is generally inversely related with negative personality 
traits like neuroticism among Americans (Addad, 1987; Mascaro & Rosen, 
2005; Pearson, & Sheffi  eld, 1974a, 1989; Steger et al., 2006; Steger, Kashdan, 
Sullivan, et al., 2008) and Germans (Schnell & Becker, 2006), as well as psy-
choticism (Pearson & Sheffi  eld, 1989; Scheier & Newcomb, 1993). 

Research also has been conducted on the relationship between meaning in 
life and symptoms more closely associated with specifi c psychopathological 
syndromes. Meaning in life is inversely related to the severity of posttraumatic 
stress disorder symptoms in the United States (Edmonds & Hooker, 1992) and 
Spain (Steger, Frazier, & Zacchanini, 2008). One of the most pervasive fi nd-
ings is that meaning in life is inversely related to depression in American (e.g., 
Crumbaugh  & Maholick, 1964; Flannery & Flannery, 1990; Flannery et al., 
1994; Harlow, Newcomb, & Bentler, 1986; Lester & Badro, 1991; Lewis, Lanigan, 
Joseph, & de Fockert, 1997; Mascaro & Rosen, 2005, 2006; Mascaro et al., 2004; 
Phillips, 1980; Ryff , 1989; Ryff  & Keyes, 1995; Scheier & Newcomb, 1993; Simon 
et al., 1998; Steger et al., 2006; Zika & Chamberlain, 1992) and Dutch (Debats, 
1990; Debats et al., 1993) samples, as well as among cancer patients (S. C. 
Th ompson & Pitts, 1993), individuals living with HIV (Lyon & Younger, 2001, 
2005), elderly nursing home residents (O’Conner & Vallerand, 1998), Chinese 
students (Shek, 1992), and “problem students” (Rahman & Khaleque, 1996). 
According to a recent meta-analysis, the correlation with depression is −.46 
among older adults (Pinquart, 2002). Likewise, meaning in life is inversely 
related to anxiety among American (Flannery & Flannery, 1990; Flannery 
et al., 1994; Frenz et al., 1993; Mascaro & Rosen, 2005; Scheier & Newcomb, 
1993; N. J. Th ompson et al., 2003) and Dutch (Debats, 1990; Debats et al., 1993) 
samples, as well as among Chinese students (Shek, 1992), Dominican nuns in 
training (Crumbaugh et al., 1970), and people with spinal cord injuries (N. J. 
Th ompson et al., 2003). Meaning in life also is inversely related to hostility, 
antisociality, and aggression in American (Mascaro et al., 2004; Scheier  & 
Newcomb, 1993; Steger, Kashdan, Sullivan, et al., 2008; N. J. Th ompson et al., 
2003) and Dutch (Debats, 1990; Debats et al., 1993) samples and aggression 
among Chinese secondary school students (Shek, Ma, & Cheung, 1994).



174 • Th e Human Quest for Meaning

Th ose individuals who report greater meaning in life report less hopeless-
ness in a wide variety of samples (Edwards & Holden, 2001; Gomez & Fisher, 
2003; Grygielski, Januszewska, Januszewski, Juros, & Oles, 1984; Harris & 
Standard, 2001) and are more likely to derogate themselves (Harlow et al., 
1986; Scheier & Newcomb, 1993). Cancer patients who report lesser meaning 
in life also report a wider discrepancy between who they feel they actually are 
and who they would ideally like to be (Heidrich, Forsthoff , & Ward, 1994). 
People who report lesser meaning in life report more numerous negative life 
events (Newcomb & Harlow, 1986) and hassles (Flannery & Flannery, 1990) 
and more grief in their lives (Edmonds & Hooker, 1992). Unsurprisingly, they 
report higher levels of suicidal ideation (e.g., Edwards & Holden, 2001; Harlow 
et al., 1986; Lester & Badro, 1991; Scheier & Newcomb, 1993), although, it is 
interesting to note, they also report greater fear of death (Durlak, 1972).

People who experience a defi cit in meaning in life express a stronger need 
for psychotherapy (Battista & Almond, 1973). Comparisons between psychi-
atric or psychotherapy patients and general population samples bear out this 
relationship, with patients reporting lesser meaning in life (e.g., Crumbaugh & 
Maholick, 1964; Frenz et al., 1993; Pearson & Sheffi  eld, 1974b). Loss and devel-
opmental disruption also appear related to meaning in life, with homeless and 
at-risk youths (Bearsley & Cummins, 1999) and bereaved parents (Florian, 
1989) reporting lower meaning in life. Likewise, members of substance abuse 
treatment groups, both adults (e.g., Nicholson et al., 1994) and adolescents 
(Hutzell & Finck, 1994), report lesser meaning in life compared to general 
samples; meaning in life is inversely correlated with levels of substance use 
(Harlow et al., 1986; Newcomb & Harlow, 1986; Padelford, 1974; Shean & 
Fechtmann, 1971) and successful completion of substance abuse treatment 
(Klinger, 1987). Low-meaning people also report greater sexual frustration 
(Sallee & Casciani, 1976). 

Antisocial behavior is also higher among people low in meaning in life. For 
example, meaning in life is inversely correlated with problematic or antiso-
cial behavior in Chinese students (Shek, 1997; Shek et al., 1994); and disrup-
tive pre–secondary school students (e.g., Rahman & Khaleque, 1996) report 
lower levels of meaning in life, as do criminals in the United States (Addad, 
1987; Reker, 1977) and New Zealand (Black & Gregson, 1973) and shoplift ers 
(McShane, Lawless, & Noonan, 1991). 

Th ere is evidence, however, that therapy has benefi ts for people in terms 
of meaning in life, and improvements in meaning have been reported in psy-
chiatric patients at post-treatment versus pretreatment in both psychological 
(Crumbaugh, 1977; Wadsworth & Barker, 1976; see also Davis & McKearney, 
2003) and substance abuse treatment (Waisberg & Porter, 1994). 

In summary, a substantial amount of research has been conducted on the 
link between the experience of meaning in life and the experience of psycho-
logical distress and psychopathology. Th is research supports the contention 
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that across a wide range of indicators, meaning in life is inconsistent with the 
experience of psychological distress. Th ere is no solid evidence that meaning 
in life reduces distress or psychopathology, but the evidence reviewed here 
does seem persuasive in making the case that meaning in life should be con-
sidered a part of the overall picture of psychological health and functioning 
and thus perhaps warrants scrutiny as either an essential outcome variable for 
therapeutic interventions or the inspiration for new meaning-based interven-
tions (see Wong, 1998b).

Spirituality

To this point, this chapter has surveyed several studies establishing links 
between meaning in life and positive functioning (well-being) and negative 
functioning (psychological distress and psychopathology). Spirituality may 
represent a unique dimension of functioning, irreducible to a simple positive 
or negative dichotomy. Th e present use of the term spirituality highlights a 
general sense of transcendence and connection with something larger than 
one’s self. Other accounts of spirituality have identifi ed it as the pursuit of 
signifi cance in that which is sacred about life (e.g., Pargament, 1997), which 
is certainly in line with how meaning in life has been conceptualized in this 
chapter. Spirituality has been suggested as a theoretical source (Emmons, 
2003) or augmentative factor (Reker & Wong, 1988) for meaning in life, and 
this chapter advanced some conceptual links between meaning in life and 
people’s achievement of a sense of transcendence and connection. Because 
spirituality is somewhat of an umbrella term covering formalized religious 
experience as well as individual transcendental experience, we will consider 
all such relevant expressions of spirituality in this section, including religious 
experience, religiousness, spirituality, and transcendence. 

Beginning with people’s general, spiritual experiences, previous research 
has shown that meaning in life is positively related to spiritual satisfaction 
among the elderly (Gerwood, LeBlanc, & Piazza, 1998) and spiritual well-
being and the importance of spirituality among college students (Harris & 
Standard, 2001). People high in meaning report a larger number of tran-
scendent experiences (Kennedy et al., 1994) and score higher on measures of 
existential transcendence (Harris & Standard, 2001), cosmic transcendence 
among Dutch adults (Braam, Bramsen, van Tilburg, van der Ploeg, & Deeg, 
2006), sense of universality and spiritual transcendence (Piedmont & Leach, 
2002), and self-transcendence (Reker, 1994). Th ey report more transcendent 
goals (Sharpe & Viney, 1973). 

Meaning in life is also positively correlated with intrinsic religiosity 
(Crandall & Rasmussen, 1975; Soderstrom & Wright, 1977; Steger & Frazier, 
2005), with satisfaction among retired academics (Acuff  & Allen, 1970; Acuff  & 
Gorman, 1968), and with religious activity (praying, meditating; Steger & 
Frazier, 2005), the salience of one’s religion (Petersen & Roy, 1985), and beliefs 
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in personal monotheism (Molcar & Stuempfi g, 1988). Chinese post–secondary 
school students with religious beliefs reported greater meaning in life (Shek, 
Hong, & Cheung, 1986). People who have devoted their lives to their religious 
beliefs also tend to report greater meaning in their lives than do people who 
have not. Th is relationship has been found among Anglican (Roberts, 1991) 
and Dominican nuns (Crumbaugh et al., 1970), as well as among Protestant 
ministers (Weinstein & Cleanthous, 1996), and recently converted Christians 
(Paloutzian, 1981).

Although the earliest research on meaning in life and spiritual variables 
was conducted in the late 1960s, there appears to have been a steady interest 
in understanding the connections between these two bodies of research. Th e 
body of evidence is small but consistent in indicating that people who have 
more satisfactory religious and spiritual lives also report greater meaning in 
life. Th us, meaning in life appears connected to transcendence, as well as posi-
tive and negative functioning.

Conclusions and Future Directions

Four decades of research have led to the accumulation of an impressive number 
of variables related to people’s experience of meaning in life. Broad measures 
of well-being and adjustment, life satisfaction, self-worth, self-empowerment 
broadly construed, depression, anxiety, and diff erences in meaning among 
known clinical or behavioral groups have been the subject of the largest num-
ber of studies, with at least 10 published reports fi tting into each category. 
Th us, it seems safe to conclude that people who say they lead meaningful 
lives are also fairly happy, are satisfi ed with their lives and self, and expe-
rience lower levels of psychological distress, psychopathological complaints, 
substance-related problems, and disruptive behavior. 

One problem with this body of research is that it has oft en accumulated in 
the absence of a unifying theoretical framework. Various infl uential theories or 
prominent empirical reports have been consulted in most of the studies reviewed 
here, usually for the apparent purpose of laying the groundwork for relatively 
circumscribed investigations. For example, Frankl’s (1963) theory that mean-
ing arises, in part, from people’s adaptive endurance of suff ering has inspired 
a number of studies looking at people’s coping (e.g., Debats et al., 1995; Steger, 
Frazier, & Zacchanini, 2008); and Maslow’s (1971) theory of self- actualization 
has inspired research looking at self-worth (e.g., Ebersole & Humphreys, 1991). 
However, the entire endeavor of meaning in life research would benefi t to some 
degree by developing higher order conceptual models and theoretical frame-
works that could integrate the intriguing and oft en solitary number of fi ndings 
and provide us better information about the deeper nature of meaning in life as 
a human experience, leading us to prioritize a future research agenda.

I have attempted to sketch one such model by drawing on the distinct psy-
chological features of meaning in life to identify implications for well-being, 
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psychological distress, and spirituality. Of particular interest were the ideas 
that meaning in life necessarily involves people feeling their lives matter, 
making sense of their lives, and determining a broader purpose for their 
lives. I also suggested that theories about meaning in life could generate 
hypotheses at lower levels of abstraction. For example, from this approach, 
we can account for the positive relationship of meaning in life with related-
ness (Ryff , 1989; Steger, Kashdan, et al., 2008) by arguing that having high-
quality relationships indicates an eff ective ability to understand how one fi ts 
with the world around one. Th is view is more satisfying than arguing that 
good relationships are important to meaning in life because they are impor-
tant for well-being in general. Why? Because the former explanation gleans 
insight into where meaning comes from and what it does. In contrast, the 
latter explanation seems to diminish critical distinctions between meaning 
in life and other well-being variables; as a consequence, those researchers 
who are less familiar with or interested in meaning in life might dismiss it as 
being generic and thus unworthy of investigation. Meaning-in-life research 
has achieved a high degree of visibility and acceptance within the broader 
spectrum of psychological research as a result of the consistent, dedicated, 
and rigorous work of many scholars over the past four decades. To continue 
this legacy will require maintaining the empirical rigor and theoretical inno-
vation that have marked the best of previous scholarship as scholars endeavor 
to connect the disparate threads of research into an integrated theory of 
meaning in life.
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Aft er some preliminaries, we consider the meaning of love and then turn 
to how love gives meaning: fi rst, the role of love in giving meaning as love 
of and by close others; next, the role of love in giving meaning as love of 
and by one’s larger social world (connection and integration in community); 
then, fi nally, the role of love in giving meaning as love of and by that which 
is beyond close others and community. We conclude with some classical 
views of love to provide continuity with our contemporary science-based 
thinking.

Some Preliminaries

About Meaning

Based on the various conceptualizations that have been put forward by those 
researchers who have focused on this issue (as spelled out, for example, in the 
various chapters of this volume), two key ideas have guided us in this  chapter. 
First, we have focused on meaning in life as a sense of purpose beyond mere 
survival. By purpose, we mean central motivations or goal orientations. 
Second, we have also considered meaning in life as referring to one’s life being 
rich and full—that is, deep, signifi cant, and coherent versus shallow, trivial, 
and disjointed.

About Love

In the next main section, we review briefl y the considerable body of schol-
arly and scientifi c literature on the nature of love. We want to emphasize 
at the outset, however, that we are using the term in a very general way to 
include romantic love, familial love, compassionate love for strangers, love in 
the more general sense of love of particular objects and activities and values, 
and even love of God. Our main focus will be on love in the context of close 
relationships; to a somewhat lesser extent love in the context of community; 
and then only relatively briefl y other kinds of love, particularly at the conclu-
sion of the chapter. 
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What Is Love?

Th e meaning of love has been vague for both lay people and scholars. Indeed, 
Fehr (1988, 2001) suggested that the long-standing philosophical controver-
sies over its meaning and the corresponding diversity of conceptual and oper-
ational defi nitions in the scientifi c literature are the result of a basic problem. 
She argued that ordinary people recognize instances of love not by their con-
forming to some formal defi nition but, rather, by their family resemblance to 
a prototypical exemplar (just as people recognize something as a fruit by its 
similarity to an apple.) Th us, Fehr adapted Mervis and Rosch’s (1981) proto-
type approach to the topic of love. 

In one set of studies (Fehr & Russell, 1991), one group of participants freely 
listed types of love, and then another sample rated each of the most com-
monly mentioned types on a scale from “1 (extremely poor example of love) to 
6 (extremely good example of love)” (p. 428). Th e most central type of love was 
maternal love (mean centrality = 5.39), followed by parental love (5.22), friend-
ship (4.96), sisterly love (4.84), romantic love (4.76), brotherly love (4.74), 
familial love (4.74), sibling love (4.73), aff ection (4.60), committed love (4.47), 
love for humanity (4.42), spiritual love (4.27), passionate love (4.00), Platonic 
love (3.98), self-love (3.79), sexual love (3.76), patriotic love (3.21), love of work 
(3.14), puppy love (2.98), and infatuation (2.42). Taking a parallel approach 
in another series of studies focusing on “features” of love, Fehr (1998) fi rst 
had one sample freely list features, and then another sample rated the most 
commonly listed ones for centrality to love. Th e most central features were 
about caring and intimacy; other features, such as butterfl ies in the stomach 
and euphoria, though clearly part of the concept, were more peripheral. In 
both of these love-prototype research series (Fehr & Russell, 1991; Fehr, 1998), 
additional studies demonstrated that the more centrally prototypical types 
and features of love were indeed used by people to recognize instances of love 
and that these types and features structured processing and memory for love-
related information. 

One line of research emerging from Fehr’s work has focused on generaliz-
ability. Fehr’s studies were with North American students. However, replica-
tions with other age groups and in a number of other societies have produced 
quite similar results (reviewed in Fehr, 2001). Another line of research emerg-
ing from Fehr’s prototype work focuses on the latent structure of the pro-
totypical love features. Across seven studies using various factor-analytic 
methods, A. Aron and Westbay (1996) identifi ed and cross-validated three 
underlying dimensions of these features: intimacy (which included mainly 
features with the highest centrality ratings), commitment (mainly the next 
most central items), and passion (mainly the least central items). 

Another approach to how ordinary people understand love has focused on 
love as a prototypical emotion. Shaver, Schwartz, Kirson, and O’Connor (1987) 
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had participants sort a large list of emotion words into common groupings. 
Hierarchical cluster analysis of these sortings yielded two overarching group-
ing of emotions: one for negative emotions, in which the main next-level sub-
ordinate clusters were fear, anger, and sadness; and one for positive emotions, 
in which the main next-level subordinate clusters were joy and love. Within 
the love subcluster were three further subclusters—one for longing; one for 
passion, arousal, and similar terms; and one, the largest, that included adora-
tion, aff ection, fondness, liking, caring, compassion, and so forth. 

In sum, although there is considerable variation across approaches, the 
centerpiece of laypeople’s understanding of the word love is generally in terms 
of familial, romantic, or friendship relationships, and emphasizes intimacy, 
caring, and concern for the one loved. Even though most studies were with 
college students where romantic love might be especially salient, the passion 
aspect was most oft en peripheral or separated. Indeed, people do clearly dis-
tinguish romantic love from other types of love. For example, Meyers and 
Berscheid (1997) asked people to list those whom they “love” (a general term) 
and to make another list for those with whom they were “in love” (a term 
seemingly related specifi cally to romantic love). As expected, the latter list was 
a small subset of the former. 

But what about lay understandings of types of love beyond close relation-
ships, such as compassionate love of strangers and love of humanity? In Fehr 
and Russell’s (1991) prototype analysis, “love for humanity,” though not 
among the most central, was nevertheless rated well above the mean (4.42 on 
the 1-to-6 scale) as a good example of love. More recently, Fehr and Sprecher 
(2004) applied a prototype-feature approach specifi cally to compassionate 
love. Th e most central features were the same as those central to love in gen-
eral, such as trust, caring, and honesty. Th e prototypical features that were 
relatively unique to compassionate love were related to unselfi shness, putting 
others fi rst, and sacrifi cing for others. Th at is, though these features are also 
seen in close-relationship contexts of love, they seem especially to come to the 
fore when people think about compassionate love. 

What about love of society, justice, knowledge, and God? When these 
appear at all in prototype studies, they are rated as relatively peripheral. Th is 
rating does not, of course, mean the rated features are trivial for everyone and 
at all times. It does suggest, however, that for most people, society, justice, and 
God are not what fi rst come to mind when they think of love. Th is may be 
because of the relative rarity of strong experiences of these kinds of love. But it 
also may be that the word love is less oft en used in this context than are other 
terms (e.g., patriotism, virtue, faith, devotion).

Before concluding this section, we should also note that scholars have off ered 
more formal defi nitions. Th us, A. Aron and Aron (1991) defi ned love as “the 
constellation of behaviors, cognitions, and emotions associated with a desire 
to enter or maintain a close relationship with a specifi c other person” (p. 26). 
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Lee (1977; see also Hendrick & Hendrick, 2003) distinguished six types of 
love in the context of romantic relationships: eros (romantic, passionate love), 
ludus (game-playing love), storge (friendship love), pragma (logical, “shopping-
list” love), mania (possessive, dependent love), and agape (selfl ess love). And 
Sprecher and Fehr (2005) defi ned compassionate love as 

an attitude toward other(s), either close others or strangers or all of 
humanity; containing feelings, cognitions, and behaviors that are 
focused on caring, concern, tenderness, and an orientation toward sup-
porting, helping, and understanding the other(s), particularly when the 
other(s) is (are) perceived to be suff ering or in need. (p. 630)

Th e various views and types of love share a key aspect: Valuing and car-
ing for others (Rousar, 1990). Love defi nitions consistently focus on altruistic 
behavior in relation to others, including close others. Indeed, in the context of 
relationships with others, there is a considerable body of evidence that a core 
diff erence between those people we love and those people we do not is that 
we attend to the needs of those whom we love; that is, we have a “communal 
relationship” with them (e.g., Mills & Clark, 2002). Further, in addition to 
experiencing love for others, there is also a substantial body of data showing 
that a crucial aspect of love has to do with experiencing love from others (e.g., 
what is sometimes called perceived partner responsiveness; Reis, Clark,  & 
Holmes, 2004). 

Ultimately, then, it seems to be the valuing of and concern for the other—
and the being valued by and being cared for by the other—that provide what-
ever benefi t love might give, including the extent to which love may give 
meaning to life. Further, it also seems reasonable that to the extent loving and 
being loved give benefi ts in this way (including meaning), it follows that the 
more intense and more expansive the loving and being loved, the more the 
benefi ts (and meaning). It is to these issues we turn next.

Love in the Context of Close Relationships 

Evolutionary Foundations

Evolutionary theorists have traditionally emphasized that the purpose of life is 
survival not of the individual but of the genes. Th us, the fundamental purpose 
in human life is the creating and raising of off spring, an activity for humans 
that initially involves selection and focusing of attention on a particular part-
ner, pair bonding and sexual intercourse, attachment to the partner during 
the time of raising the child, and attachment to the child (and of the child to 
the parent) during raising of the child and perhaps through the period of the 
child’s selecting a mate with whom to bond (i.e., in most cultures, parents are 
heavily involved in the mate selection of their off spring, as is the community). 
Indeed, with regard to pair bonding and as based on an extensive review of 
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the relevant animal and human literature, Fisher (1998) has argued that there 
are three key mating systems: sexual desire, attraction (selective attention to a 
particular mate), and attachment (ongoing connection with the mate to facili-
tate parenting). Th at is, if purpose beyond our own individual survival is what 
gives meaning, then clearly we have all evolved so as to fi nd great meaning in 
these relationships.

Th e meaningfulness of the bond between parents and children needs little 
documentation, although the details of the attachment process and of its deep 
signifi cance to us have been successfully elaborated by researchers, particu-
larly in the context of attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969) and the very large 
body of research it has generated (e.g., see Cassidy & Shaver, 1999). Indeed, 
some researchers have argued that adult love is primarily an evolution-
ary extension of the parent–child bond (Hazan & Diamond, 2000; Miller & 
Fishkin, 1997); and there is strong evidence that individual diff erences in 
attachment experiences in childhood are closely linked to parallel individual 
diff erences in adult attachment behavior (Grossmann, Grossmann, & Waters, 
2005; Main, 2000; Mikulincer & Shaver, 2007).

Further, from an evolutionary point of view, and particularly from extrapo-
lation from other social species, same-sex alliances (friendships) and extended 
family solidarity play a signifi cant role in the success of individuals and the 
ability of their off spring to survive and thrive (e.g., De Waal, 2005). From this 
point of view, the major human close relationships—romantic, parental, sib-
ling, extended family, and peer friendship—are intensely involved in provid-
ing meaning beyond mere survival in that they serve the purpose of carrying 
on one’s genes. We are familiar with this idea of the “selfi sh gene” (Dawkins, 
1989), namely, that we care about and give care to our relatives and their off -
spring because they will carry on some of our genes. Even if we are not kin, 
however, the selection for altruism or caring for each other, whether it evolves 
genetically or culturally—to use Dawkins’s term, as a “meme”—occurs in any 
group where it benefi ts the majority of members (Sober & Wilson, 1998). And 
it almost always does benefi t everyone, at least in human social groups. So, we 
have evolved to care about everyone in a particular in-group of ours, includ-
ing groups of two, and to prefer those who will care about us. 

Th e point is that for a variety of reasons, we have evolved to make caring for 
each other a central purpose of life, and a purpose that goes beyond ourselves. 
Th is view is meant not to reduce caring to “mere biology” but, rather, to see 
from another perspective why caring for others is central to meaning. We will 
return to this point again.

Psychological Principles: The Self-Expansion Model 

Besides considering this evolutionary perspective, we must take into account 
the substantial evidence from psychological research with humans that rela-
tionships indeed function to provide purpose beyond our own individual 
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survival. To explore this issue, we need to consider the motivational mecha-
nisms associated with love. Th ere are, in fact, several psychological models 
of love. Most of these models (e.g., Hendrick & Hendrick, 2003; Sternberg, 
1998) focus relatively exclusively on romantic love, and mostly on typologies; 
thus they are of only tangential relevance in the present context. Th ere are, 
however, three major theoretical approaches that focus on mechanisms and 
apply to close relationships more generally. One of the most successful and 
infl uential such models is attachment theory (e.g., Cassidy & Shaver, 1999), 
briefl y noted earlier. Attachment theory examines the processes through 
which infants develop mental models of relating to close others that shape, 
and also are shaped by, later relationships. However, its main focus has been 
on individual diff erences in such mental models, and it has only tangentially 
considered purpose or motivational processes. Th us, other than as an evolu-
tionary force, the attachment model is not of major relevance in the current 
context. Another successful and infl uential model is interdependence theory 
(e.g., Kelley, 1983), including Rusbult’s (1983) investment model and related 
theories focusing on equity (e.g., Walster [Hatfi eld], Walster, & Berscheid, 
1978) and communal and exchange patterns of relationships (Mills & Clark, 
2002). However, these models mainly delineate the diff erent ways that rewards 
and costs function to guide relational life and have much less to say about 
what makes something rewarding or costly in the fi rst place. Th us, our main 
focus here will be on a third theoretical approach, the self-expansion model 
(A. Aron & Aron, 1986). Th e self-expansion model is particularly relevant to 
the present context because it has focused quite specifi cally on people’s pri-
mary motivations and purposes in the context of relationships and beyond. 

Th e self-expansion model of motivation and cognition in close relation-
ships (A. Aron & Aron, 1986; A. Aron, Aron, & Norman, 2001; A. Aron, 
Lewandowski, Mashek, & Aron, in press) has two fundamental principles: (a) 
the motivational principle and (b) the inclusion-of-other-in-the-self principle. 
Th e motivational principle holds that people seek to expand their potential 
effi  cacy; that is, the model posits that a major human motive is what has pre-
viously been described as exploration, eff ectance, curiosity, or competence. 
Th e inclusion-of-other-in-the-self principle emphasizes that one way in which 
people seek to expand the self is through close relationships because in a close 
relationship the other’s resources, perspectives, and identities are experienced, 
to some extent, as one’s own; that is, the other is to some extent “included in 
the self.” We fi rst consider the motivational aspect and then turn to the inclu-
sion-of-other aspect. 

Self-Expansion Motivation A. Aron et al. (2001; see also A. Aron, Norman, & 
Aron, 1998; Strong & Aron, 2006) suggest that a central human motive is the 
desire to expand the self, part of a general motive to enhance one’s potential effi  -
cacy, which has been postulated in various well-known  models of competence 
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motivation, self-effi  cacy, intrinsic motivation, and self-improvement (e.g., 
Bandura, 1977; Gecas, 1989; Ryan & Deci, 2000; Taylor, Neter, & Wayment, 
1995; White, 1959). Further, rapid expansion of the self, as oft en occurs when 
forming a new romantic relationship or the birth of a new child, is posited 
to result in high levels of excited positive aff ect, consistent with Carver and 
Scheier’s (1990) analysis of the impact on aff ective state of rapid movement 
toward a goal. Th ese abstract ideas can be made more concrete by considering 
the Self-Expansion Questionnaire (Lewandowski & Aron, 2002) that assesses 
the degree to which a person experiences a relationship partner as facilitating 
increased knowledge, skills, abilities, mate value, positive life changes, and 
novel experiences. Representative items include the following questions: “How 
much does your partner provide a source of exciting experiences?” “How 
much has knowing your partner made you a better person?” and “How much 
do you see your partner as a way to expand your own capabilities?”

Several research programs lend support to hypotheses generated from the 
motivational aspect of the self-expansion model. For example, one implication 
is that developing a new relationship expands the self. Th us, A. Aron, Paris, 
and Aron (1995) tested 325 students fi ve times, once every two and one-half 
weeks over a 10-week period. At each testing participants answered a number 
of questions, including items indicating whether they had fallen in love since 
the last testing, plus a free listing of “who are you today?” As predicted, there 
was a signifi cantly greater increase in number of self-content domains in the 
self-descriptions from before to aft er falling in love as compared to the aver-
age changes from before to aft er other testing sessions for those who fell in 
love or as compared to typical between-test changes for participants who did 
not fall in love. In a sense, then, there was a literal expansion of self. Similarly, 
based on this same line of thinking, Lewandowski, Aron, Bassis, and Kunak 
(2005) found in a series of surveys and experiments that the more expansion a 
relationship provided before its dissolution, the greater the contraction of the 
working self-concept aft er its dissolution. 

Another key implication of the motivational aspect of the model, which 
has generated a number of studies, is based on the idea that the process of 
rapid expansion is aff ectively positive (Strong & Aron, 2006). Th e major line 
of work developed from this idea has focused on a predicted increase in satis-
faction in long-term relationships from joint participation in self-expanding 
activities. Th is work emerged from a consideration of the well-documented 
typical decline in relationship satisfaction aft er the “honeymoon period” in a 
romantic relationship, a lowered level that is typically maintained over subse-
quent years (e.g., Tucker & Aron, 1993). When two people fi rst enter a relation-
ship, there is usually an initial, exhilarating period in which the couple spend 
hours talking, engaging in intense risk-taking and self-disclosure. From the 
perspective of the self-expansion model, this initial exhilarating period is one 
in which the partners are expanding their selves at a rapid rate by virtue of the 
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intense exchange. Once they know each other fairly well, opportunities for 
further rapid expansion of this sort inevitably decrease. When rapid expan-
sion occurs, there is a high degree of satisfaction; when expansion is slow or 
nonexistent, there is little emotion or perhaps even boredom. If slow expan-
sion follows a period of rapid expansion, the loss of enjoyable emotion may 
be disappointing and attributed to defi ciencies in the relationship. Indeed, 
this pattern has been demonstrated in various surveys and in fi eld and lab 
experiments. For example, in one series of laboratory experiments (A. Aron, 
Norman, Aron, McKenna, & Heyman, 2000, Studies 3–5), couples in long-
term relationships from the community came for what they believed was 
an assessment session involving questionnaires and being videotaped while 
interacting. Indeed, that is what happened—they completed questionnaires, 
participated together in a task that was videotaped, and then completed more 
questionnaires. However, the questionnaires before the task served as a pre-
test, those aft er, as a posttest, and the task itself was experimentally manipu-
lated so that some couples engaged in an expanding activity (one that was 
novel and challenging) and those in the control condition engaged in a more 
mundane activity. (In the expanding activity the partners in the couple was 
tied together on one side at the wrists and ankles and then took part in a task 
in which they crawled together on mats for 12 meters, climbing over a bar-
rier at one point while pushing a foam cylinder with their heads. Th e task 
was timed and the partners received a prize if they beat a time limit, but the 
situation was rigged so that they almost made it within the time limit on the 
fi rst two tries and then just barely made it on the third try.) In all three experi-
ments, as predicted, there was a signifi cantly greater increase in relationship 
satisfaction for the couples in the expanding condition, whether measured 
by self-report or by blind analysis of content of pre and post couple verbal 
interactions. 

Yet another line of work emerging from the motivational aspect of the 
model is based on the idea that early stage passionate love is best conceptual-
ized as a goal-oriented motivational state in which the individual is experienc-
ing an intense desire to merge with the partner (A. Aron & Aron, 1991). Th at 
is, the hypothesis is that passionate love is not a distinct emotion in its own 
right (as has oft en been hypothesized by emotion theorists), as is sadness or 
happiness; rather, passionate love can evoke a variety of emotions according 
to whether and how the desire is fulfi lled or frustrated. In support of this view, 
in one series of seven experiments (Acevedo & Aron, 2004), participants from 
each of three diff erent cultures and with a variety of procedures checked from 
a large standard list the emotions they feel when they experience love or one 
of several emotions. In each study, many more emotions were checked (and 
with faster response time) in relation to feeling love than in relation to feeling 
sadness, anger, fear, or happiness; further, many more negative valence items 
were checked for love than for happiness or other positive emotions used in 
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these studies. A second line of research (Acevedo, Gross, & Aron, 2005) found 
that as predicted from this model and as is true for such goal-oriented states 
as hunger, people fi nd it is much more diffi  cult to up-regulate (i.e., increase) 
feelings of passionate love than they do to up-regulate such emotions as hap-
piness, sadness, or anger. A third line of relevant research has examined the 
neural correlates of passionate love, the idea being that passionate love should 
consistently engage brain regions associated with intense reward (i.e., the ven-
tral tegmental area and associated dopamine system) but should be much less 
consistent across subjects in engaging brain regions associated with specifi c 
emotions (i.e., orbital frontal cortex, anterior cingulate cortex, and amygdala). 
Results of two fMRI studies, one in the United States (A. Aron et al., 2005) and 
one in China (Xu et al., 2007), have found exactly this pattern. Further, in the 
U.S. study, where participants completed a standard questionnaire measure of 
passionate love, the degree of reported passionate love correlated r = .60 with 
activation in the key reward regions; this was an especially striking result, 
given the considerably restricted range of scores among these participants 
who were all intensely in love. 

In sum, the motivational aspect of the self-expansion model proposes that 
a major human motive, which occurs in diverse contexts including close rela-
tionships, is the desire to expand one’s ability to accomplish goals. One can 
see the evolutionary value in this pursuit being meaningful in the relation-
ship context and also see examples of it all around us in other life domains: 
People feel it is meaningful to pursue learning, work, athletic competency, and 
so forth.

Including Others in the Self According to the self-expansion model, this gen-
eral motivation to expand the self oft en leads to a desire to enter and main-
tain a particular close relationship in part because close relationships are an 
especially satisfying, useful, and human means to self-expansion. Specifi cally, 
in a close relationship, each partner includes to some extent in his or her self 
the other’s resources, perspectives, and identities (A. Aron, Mashek, & Aron, 
2004). Of course, as noted in the foregoing discussion—and as we will return 
to at the end of the chapter—people also self-expand in ways besides including 
others in the self.

With regard to the resources of the other that are potentially included in 
the self, we are referring to material, knowledge-related (conceptual, informa-
tional, and procedural), and social assets that can facilitate the achievement 
of goals. Perceiving one’s self as including a relationship partner’s resources 
refers to perceiving one’s self as having access to those resources as if, to some 
extent, the other’s resources were one’s own (e.g., “I can do this because my 
partner will show me how”). Th is perceived inclusion of another’s resources 
is particularly central from a motivational point of view because it means 
that the outcomes (i.e., rewards and costs) the other incurs are to some extent 
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experienced as one’s own. Th us, for example, helping the other is helping the 
self; interfering with the other is interfering with the self (e.g., “I’ll be quiet 
while my partner reads the instructions”). Th is analysis also implies that the 
other’s acquisition and loss of resources are experienced to some extent as 
if they were happening to one’s own resources. In the fi rst direct test of this 
principle (A. Aron, Aron, Tudor, & Nelson, 1991), participants took part in 
an allocation game in which they made a series of decisions allocating money 
to self, best friend, or another person or persons. As predicted, allocations to 
best friend were consistently similar to those for self, but allocations to peo-
ple who were not close to others consistently favored self. It is important to 
note that these results held up whether or not the other would know who was 
responsible for the allocations. Several other studies using a variety of para-
digms and theoretical orientations support the prediction from the model 
that people react to a close other’s outcomes as if the outcomes were their own 
(e.g., Beach et al., 1998; De La Ronde & Swann, 1998; Gardner, Gabriel, & 
Hochschild, 2002; McFarland, Buehler, & MacKay, 2001; Medvene, Teal, & 
Slavich, 2000). 

Th e perspective aspect of inclusion refers to consciously or unconsciously 
experiencing the world, to some extent, from the partner’s point of view. For 
example, when a long-term married individual attends a ballet, the ballet 
may be experienced not only through the individual’s own eyes but also, as it 
were, through the spouse’s eyes. Th us our model implies that when another 
person is included in the self, various self-related attributional and cognitive 
biases should also apply with regard to that other person. Regarding attri-
butional biases, consistent with the predictions of the model, several stud-
ies have revealed that the usual actor–observer diff erence in the tendency 
to make situational more than dispositional attributions for self compared to 
others (Jones & Nisbett, 1971) is smaller when the other is someone close to 
self, such as a best friend or romantic partner (A. Aron et al., 1991; A. Aron & 
Fraley, 1999; Sande, Goethals, & Radloff , 1988). Perhaps a more dramatic 
illustration of including a close other’s perspective in the self is a series of 
studies adapting a memory paradigm developed by Lord (1980, 1987). As 
predicted from his model of self as background to experience, Lord found 
consistently fewer nouns recalled that were imaged with self as compared to 
nouns imaged with media personalities. In our studies using this paradigm 
(A. Aron et al., 1991), in addition to self and a person who was familiar but 
not a close other, participants also imaged nouns with a close other, their 
mother. Our results replicated Lord’s for self and nonclose other. But also, 
as predicted from our inclusion-of-other-in-the-self model, we found that 
nouns imaged with the close other were recalled about the same as nouns 
imaged with self. 

Th e identity aspect, as used here, refers to features that distinguish one 
person from other people and objects; these features are primarily the 
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characteristics, memories, and other traits that locate the person in social and 
physical space. Th us, for example, our model implies that people may easily 
confuse their own traits or memories with those of a close other. In relation 
to the cognitive aspects in general (i.e., perspectives and identities), we have 
described our model as implying shared cognitive elements of self and close 
others (A. Aron & Fraley, 1999). Some general support for the notion that in 
close relationships we include close others in the self can be gleaned from 
research on “the self-reference eff ect,” an advantage in terms of memory and 
response time for self-relevant versus other-relevant processing. For example, 
in a meta-analysis of 126 articles and book chapters on just the memory aspect 
of the eff ect, Symons and Johnson (1997) reported a consistent overall better 
memory for words studied in relation to self than for words studied in relation 
to other persons. However, consistent with the inclusion-of-other-in-the-self 
model, they found that the degree to which self-referent and other-referent 
memory diff ered was moderated by the relationship to the other. Across the 
65 relevant studies, Symons and Johnson found signifi cantly smaller diff er-
ences between self-reference memory facilitation and other-reference memory 
facilitation when the other was someone who was close to the self. Th us, being 
in a close relationship does seem to subvert the seemingly fundamental cogni-
tive distinction between self and other. 

Our model also posits, however, that this apparent subversion by close 
relationships of the self–other distinction is specifi cally a result of the other 
becoming “part of the self”; it results from the very structure of the self chang-
ing such that the self includes the other in its very make up. For example, 
the model implies that one’s own and a close-other’s traits may actually be 
confused or interfere with each other. To test this idea, we evaluated the pat-
terns of response latencies in making me–not me decisions about traits previ-
ously rated for their descriptiveness of self and of spouse; that is, we looked at 
responses to the question “Does the trait describe me?” (A. Aron et al., 1991). 
We found that when a trait of the self matched that of the partner (i.e., when 
the trait was true of both or false of both), me–not me responses were faster 
and had fewer errors than when a trait was mismatched for self and part-
ner (i.e., when the trait was true for one but false for the other). Using this 
same response-time paradigm, Smith, Coates, and Walling (1999) replicated 
the result and eloquently articulated why such patterns may result: “If mental 
representations of two persons … overlap so that they are eff ectively a single 
representation, reports on attributes of one will be facilitated or inhibited by 
matches and mismatches with the second” (p. 873). 

Another series of experiments (Mashek, Aron, & Boncimino, 2003) focused 
on the model’s prediction that people especially confuse information associated 
with self with information associated with close others. In these studies, par-
ticipants rated one set of traits for self, a diff erent set of traits for a close other, 
and still other traits for one or more familiar nonclose others. Participants 
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were then administered a surprise recognition task in which participants were 
presented with each trait and asked to indicate for which person they had rated 
it. Th e focus of the analysis was on confusions—that is, on traits the partic-
ipant remembered having rated for one person when the traits had actually 
been rated for a diff erent person. Th e results were consistent with predictions. 
For example, if participants did not correctly recognize a trait as having been 
originally rated for the self, they were signifi cantly more likely to remember 
it as having been rated for the partner than as having been rated for a media 
personality. Similarly, if participants did not correctly recognize a trait as hav-
ing been originally rated for the partner, they were signifi cantly more likely to 
remember it as having been rated for the self than as having been rated for the 
media personality. Th ese results were replicated in two follow-up studies and 
held up aft er controlling for a variety of potential confounds, among them a 
greater tendency to see traits in general as having been rated for self, valence 
and extremity of ratings, and familiarity with and similarity to the close other. 

Evidence for the Central Role of Close Relationships 
in Providing Meaning in Human Life

Does all this matter? Th at is, do relationships actually aff ect people’s lives in 
signifi cant ways? We think, fi rst of all, that it is obvious from general experi-
ence that relationships are of central importance. Th ere is little in life more 
wonderful than falling in love (and especially discovering for the fi rst time 
that a beloved reciprocates our feelings) or having a new child; and there is 
little in life more distressing than a romantic rejection or betrayal or loss of a 
child or spouse. Indeed, when looking at obituaries or gravestones, one sees 
with rare exceptions that the themes are relational. Th us, it is surprising that 
most scholarly perspectives on life—as spelled out, for example, in the various 
chapters of fi rst edition of this volume—do not even mention relationships. 
But when Wong (1998) asked ordinary people to describe what gives meaning 
to life, relationships turned out to be a major factor, with quite high ratings for 
their importance in an “ideally meaningful life.” Similarly, in Deci and Ryan’s 
initial version of their infl uential model of fundamental human motives, the 
self-determination theory (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 2000), there was only autonomy 
and competence. But over the years, the data forced the researchers to add 
a third fundamental motive, relatedness. Perhaps we have been overlooking 
something that was too obvious to be noticed.

If having meaning aff ects people’s quality of life and health, it is very clear 
that relationships play a major role in these too. Overviews of the relation-
ship literature (e.g., Reis, 2007) consistently point to close relationships as 
“people’s most frequent source of both happiness and distress” (Berscheid & 
Reis, 1998). Overviews of the well-being literature yield the same conclusions. 
For example, Sears’s (1977) classic review pointed out that retrospective sur-
veys of the sources of life satisfaction list family life satisfaction as number 
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one; a fi nding that continues to dominate contemporary happiness research 
(e.g., Lyubormisky, King, & Diener, 2005). Similarly, relationship problems 
are consistently among people’s greatest sources of suff ering. For example, in 
a survey of more than 2,200 Americans, Veroff , Douvan, and Kulka (1981) 
asked, “What was the last bad thing to happen to you?” Of all respondents, 
20% listed an interpersonal problem or confl ict and another 30% listed death 
of a signifi cant other, compared to only 14% listing work or legal problem. In 
the same vein, Pinsker, Nepps, Redfi eld, and Winston (1985) reported that 
48% of presenting problems among psychotherapy patients were about trou-
bled relationships.

Love in the Context of Community and Social Inclusion 

Evolutionary Foundations

Human life is lived, however, not only in the context of close others but in the 
more general context of community. Our evolutionary origins, like those of 
most primates, are thought to be in small, face-to-face groups. Belonging to 
these groups—and benefi ting these groups through love for these groups and 
its members—also seems to be very important to people subjectively, even when 
there is no genetic relationship. Indeed, even in Western individualistic cultures, 
belonging is among the most centrally important human motivations in the 
sense that our self-worth is heavily dependent on it (Baumeister & Leary, 1995). 
And one’s social identity—one’s sense of membership in a particular group—
plays a major role in shaping our sense of who we are (e.g., Tajfel & Turner, 1986). 

Why is this? Although the idea of group selection was once fi rmly rejected 
by evolutionary theorists, it has necessarily returned to explain the many 
instances in which individuals “sacrifi ce” their lives for the sake of the group 
in which they live, which results in the group surviving better in competition 
with other groups (see Sober & Wilson, 1998; Wilson, 2002, 2007). It seems as 
though altruistic individuals ought to die out if there are any selfi sh members 
in the group to take advantage of them. In fact, living in a group in which all 
or at least some members are altruistic can give the genes of all the members 
a far greater chance of being passed on, provided groups do compete so that 
some survive and others do not.

Sober and Wilson (1998) provide the example of an actual poultry- breeding 
experiment to raise egg production. Of course, over the years the highest egg 
producers had been selected for breeding, for they were individually the most 
successful. But they were also the most aggressive. Multiple-hen cages are 
used for egg production because they are more effi  cient for feeding and egg 
gathering than are single-hen cages; but they have come to be the cause of 
such high rates of stress and aggression that even aft er beak trimming, annual 
mortality rates of hens approach 50%, a costly problem. Hence, Muir (1995) 
tried breeding hens from the cages that produced the most eggs regardless of 
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the egg production of the individual hens. Using that approach, annual egg 
production increased by 160% and aggression and mortality were so low that 
beak trimming was unnecessary. Th at is, if eggs represent survival of a hen’s 
genes, then hens in the peaceful cages were, on the average, more successful. 

Wilson (e.g., Sober & Wilson, 1998) goes on to apply the idea to humans, 
namely, that group selection has led to greater pair bonding, reduced aggres-
sion, and higher overall rate of survival. As do the other primates, we live in 
social groups; in our case, the groups that survived were those that kept all 
their members alive through cooperation and sharing. Human pair bonding 
and the privacy of the sexual act probably arose in order to reduce competi-
tion between males so they could work together without confl ict, and the pair 
bond is especially successful when the partners are willing to sacrifi ce their 
lives for each other and their off spring. All this evolved altruism is not depen-
dent on genes. Clearly, humans are willing to sacrifi ce their lives for those who 
are not kin. Th ey simply tend to care for others, for humans have become as 
successful through cooperation as the social insects, which comprise 50% of 
the insect biomass on the planet. (Look around your highly complex city or 
community and think bee hive.) Our biomass compared to that of other pri-
mates must be rather high as well. 

Whereas genetic evolution through group selection has probably ended for 
humans, cultural evolution through group selection does still occur. Social 
units, whether families or businesses, small towns or whole countries—that 
is, whether genetically related or not—tend to survive better if they empha-
size cooperation, altruism, sharing, and the general sense that the group is 
more important than the individual. True, selfi shness and individualism have 
advantages for the individual and sometimes for the group, through inven-
tiveness, for example, but these characteristics cannot be allowed to develop 
to the point of the groups falling apart. 

What about all the cruelty that can occur within groups, in large groups 
especially? In these cases, there may exist a highly cooperative small group 
banded around a leader who meets their needs as they meet the leader’s needs. 
If members of this small group then coordinate their eff orts and cooperate 
with each other, they can use violence, for example, to control the larger group 
and thus promote selfi sh rather than altruistic ends. But this dynamic means 
the larger group will be less cooperative and eff ective in the long run. For 
leaders to wrest control eff ectively, however, they must provide a high level of 
meaning for the members of the small group of enforcers. We see this relation-
ship in situations of mass cruelty promoted to those who must carry it out as 
having some “higher purpose,” such as “ethnic cleansing.” 

The Psychology of Social Life as Providing Purpose

It seems highly probable that the strong sense of meaning we derive from car-
ing deeply about others even beyond our own kin has been supported through 
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individual and group selection over millennia. Although such natural selec-
tion may seem to reduce the meaning of humanitarian love to something 
based on random mutations and brutal selection, that such selection occurs at 
all also means it is with us to stay as something so meaningful that we hardly 
think about it. 

Nor, from this perspective, is love separate from work or any other 
endeavor. Th at we are writing this chapter and others are writing chapters like 
it, or constructing buildings, composing music, or struggling to be elected, 
suggests how important it is to all of us to contribute to the whole. And if some 
people are paid for their work, that does not diminish the work’s importance 
to a society willing to pay for us to do our piece of the work for the whole. 
Moreover, if we were to be paid an equal wage for doing something “meaning-
less” or for contributing something of lasting value to others and to the future 
of our group or species, we know what humans almost always choose. Th at is 
the point of most of the chapters in this book.

Th ere are also other strong theoretical models from social psychology to 
help us understand love of community, including compassionate love and 
even love of the various communities to which we belong and the values 
these communities encompass, whether the communities refl ect a profes-
sion, one’s church, the country as a whole, and so on. One view focuses on 
the value of holding normative beliefs and ingroup–outgroup distinctiveness. 
Our own model focuses on extending the self-expansion idea to the social 
level (e.g., A. Aron, McLaughlin-Volpe, et al., 2004), such as ingroup iden-
tifi cation (McLaughlin-Volpe, Aron, Wright, & Lewandowski, 2005; Wright, 
Brody, & Aron, 2005), including communities as part of the self (e.g., Mashek, 
Cannaday, & Tangney, 2007), and compassionate love for strangers (Brody, 
Wright, Aron, & McLaughlin-Volpe, 2008). (Perhaps self-expansion is even 
the mechanism by which altruism came to exist; that is, it refl ects the type of 
brain structure that was selected for during evolution.)

Specifi cally, we have suggested that (a) people seek group memberships and 
social identities in order to expand the self and (b) such group memberships 
and social identities expand the self because the resources, perspectives, and 
identities of one’s social groups are included in the self. A number of studies 
have now supported hypotheses based on these ideas. For example, Smith and 
Henry (1996), extending A. Aron et al.’s (1991) me–not me response-time par-
adigm to the group level, showed that people’s response time to rating traits 
for applicability to self was faster when traits were similar between self and 
one’s ingroup and slower when traits were diff erent between self and one’s 
ingroup. Tropp and Wright (2001) replicated this eff ect for a variety of group 
memberships and using diverse methods. Further, the desire to expand the 
self through group memberships extends even beyond ingroups. For example, 
several studies have shown that when one has a friend in another group, one 
comes to treat that group as if it were one’s own (A. Aron & McLaughlin-Volpe, 
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2001). Most important, under conditions where it is not threatening to do so, 
one prefers to meet potential friends from other groups (Wright, Aron, & 
Brody, 2008; Wright, Aron, McLaughlin-Volpe, & Ropp, 1997), presumably 
because they off er greater potential expansion than does meeting potential 
friends from within the ingroup. Going outside one’s ingroup provides the 
possibility for the expansion of the sense of ingroup to include more and more 
people, so that compassion becomes increasingly universal.

Love of Justice and Knowledge; Love of God; Love of Truth, Beauty, and More 

We also can think of love in more general terms with regard to its symbolic 
meaning and the love of such so-called higher objects as love of justice, knowl-
edge, truth, beauty, and God. Such love is not inconsistent with evolutionary 
approaches, because all these can be seen as having a function in promoting 
survival of ones genes through promoting better close and group relationships, 
as noted earlier. Because these kinds of love appear to be so uniquely human, 
however, and because their links with evolution are relatively less direct, they 
have mostly been studied in purely psychological or even philosophical terms. 

For example, one approach has focused on these phenomena as social val-
ues or as extensions of basic social processes. In terms of the concept of love, 
we would note that in an extensive qualitative study, Ahuvia (1993) found that 
the same self-expansion principles as apply to close relationships also apply 
to love of objects and such activities as baseball. At an even more exalted 
level, Kirkpatrick (1998) found that individual diff erences in attachment style 
to close others also predict individual diff erences in people’s beliefs about 
God. Other researchers have found good success using standard measures of 
including other in the self when “other” was animals, nature, or even God 
(e.g., Schultz, Shriver, Tabanico, & Khazian, 2004; Tipsord & Leary, 2004). 

Yet another approach focuses on the deeply symbolic meaning of such objects 
of love. Th e force of evolution that led us to fi nding meaning through love is 
continued in us both through genes and through cultural symbols. Words are 
symbols, obviously, but there are other symbols with even deeper potential to 
stir us. Carl Jung (e.g., 1969) and others called these blends of instinct and cul-
ture archetypes, which are very general templates for behavior, such as attach-
ment between mother and child. From this point of view, archetypes guide 
behavior both as genetically determined behaviors and as ideas transmitted by 
words, and especially by powerful images, such as that of the mother and child. 

Th ere is no list of archetypes or particular importance to be gained by 
using the term archetype, except that the term itself possesses a certain power 
to stir us more than does the term cultural idea. Furthermore, Jung, who gave 
the term its extended meaning, did have an important observation about how 
arechetypes give meaning. 

Consider the example of the mother archetype. It works to guide this 
essential altruistic behavior to the extent that a woman is fully identifi ed with 
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it, and so the archetypes necessarily recruit such identifi cation. Th e mother 
archetype more or less takes over a woman’s life for a time, as any mother will 
tell you. In a similar way, the father archetype takes over a man, even without 
the experience of pregnancy and childbirth. He is fully identifi ed with the 
father archetype, so that he does not have to decide what he as a father should 
do, for genes and culture have decided that long ago. No doubt identifi cation 
with an archetype, as defi ned here, infuses us with far more direct meaning 
than do more abstract ideas about cooperation. Archetypes may be a way of 
thinking about self-expansion beyond our personal self, conceiving us to be a 
part of something very large and almost eternal.

Also, however, humans benefi t from their fl exibility, their ability to shift  
from role to role rather than having to stay in one role, whether the situation 
calls for it or not, as a social insect might do. It is the central ego or self that 
switches us from one role to another according to its assessment of the situa-
tion. Th ere may or may not be times in our lives when we must be the heroes, 
healers, children, grandmothers, winners, losers, prophets, prostitutes, victims 
crying out for help, worshipers of the divine, bereaved crying out for comfort, 
or any of the other archetypal social roles that have supported the survival of 
social groups. But when we take up one of these roles, it can happen that this 
identifi cation continues with too much force or for longer than its usefulness; 
perhaps we hang on to this identifi cation just because it supplies meaning and 
purpose to a life that would otherwise lack it and feel less expanded. 

Besides engendering the obvious social problems created by someone 
insisting on being heroic or maternal when it is not useful to them or oth-
ers, this overidentifi cation has clinical implications as well. For example, one 
might wonder what is the meaning or purpose of remaining a victim, a person 
bereaved, or a person defeated past the usefulness of doing so. Th en, one real-
izes that individuals can fall into an archetypal position that is inherent in 
them simply because when we as humans are victimized, bereaved, or defeated, 
we need to know how to be that; and so the potential for identifying with that 
position and fi nding continued meaning in it is always there once the identifi -
cation is triggered. Jung thought that harmful autonomous complexes—or in 
more recent terms, emotional schemas that are dissociated or cannot be regu-
lated—always develop around identifi cation with an archetype. Hence, fi nding 
another meaning, another archetype with which to identify, might be one clin-
ical implication of these insights. An even better one might be to strengthen 
the executive functioning of the self in such a way that it can see the harm in 
such identifi cation and live in a new relationship to these archetypes. 

Do archetypes matter in human life? If the mother and father roles are fos-
tered by being archetypes—for both roles refl ect social behaviors with power-
ful contributions from genes and cultural symbols—then we need not look far 
to see their signifi cance. Th at we know so well how to be heroic, dominating, 
or meekly humble are other examples, each of which gives a meaning to life.
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Concordance With Ancient Views of Love and Meaning

Two ancient views of love, one from the East and one from the West, have been 
particularly infl uential in our thinking about love and meaning and played 
substantial roles in the initial shaping of the self-expansion model of love 
(A. Aron & Aron, 1986, 1991; E. N. Aron & Aron, 1996). Indeed, mystics in 
nearly every tradition have insisted that all motivation can be reduced to love. 
In the Eastern traditions, especially in the Upanishads, love is the basis of life, 
but in a curious way: All love—love of house, love of car, love of spouse, love 
of child—is said to be directed toward the “Self” (Brihadaranyaka Upanishad 
4.V.1). Note the capitalization that translators (e.g., George Th ibaut) supply. 
Th e idea is that the self expands toward knowing or becoming that which 
includes everything and everyone, the Self. Th e steps along the way are ones of 
including one person or thing, then another, then still another. Th e assump-
tion is that whether the self knows it or not, it seeks this state of having or being 
everything. Whether there is any real Self is not the question to be addressed 
here. Th e question is the heuristic value of assuming that when people love, 
they are at least sometimes, in some sense, seeking an infi nitely expanding 
self. Indeed, A. Aron, Aron, and Allen (1998) found that those individuals 
who were most intensely in unrequited love strongly endorsed items suggest-
ing that if only their love was returned, life would be perfect, ideal.

One value of this motivational assumption about seeking to expand the self 
is that it seems to underlie many of the most consequential theoretical posi-
tions on love, from Plato’s Symposium and Stendhal’s de l’Amour to such con-
temporary scientifi c theorizing as Berscheid and Walster [Hatfi eld]’s (1978) 
infl uential description of passionate love. For example, at the more recent end 
of this time continuum, Brehm (1988) proposed that “the core of passion-
ate love lies in the capacity to construct in one’s imagination an elaborated 
vision of a future state of perfect happiness” (p. 253). Th e possible evolution-
ary advantage of such a capacity, according to Brehm, would be our species’ 
tendency to imagine and yearn for a better world and to try to bring it about. 

A major ancient Western infl uence, Plato also takes love to its ultimate 
form and meaning. He has been equally infl uential in our thinking about love 
and, in terms of the present chapter, about how love gives meaning to life. 
Here is the way in which Plato (trans. 1953) describes love in the Symposium, 
in Socrates’ fi nal speech, supposedly quoting from the mystic Diotima of 
Mantineia, “a woman wise in this and in many other kinds of knowledge”:

Love may be described generally as the love of the everlasting possession 
of the good. 

… Th ere is a certain age at which human nature is desirous of pro-
creation—procreation which must be in beauty and not in deformity; 
and this procreation is the union of man and woman, and is a divine 
thing; for conception and generation are an immortal principle in the 
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mortal creature, and in the inharmonious they can never be… . [A]ll 
animals …, in their desire of procreation, are in agony when they take 
the infection of love, which begins with the desire of union; whereto is 
added the care of off spring, on whose behalf the weakest are ready to 
battle against the strongest even to the uttermost … the mortal nature is 
seeking as far as is possible to be everlasting and immortal.

[Th en] think of the ambition of men, and … consider how they are 
stirred by the love of an immortality of fame. Th ey are ready to run all risks 
greater far than they would have for their children, and to spend money 
and undergo any sort of toil, and even to die, for the sake of leaving behind 
them a name which shall be eternal … for they desire the immortal. 

Th ese are the lesser mysteries of love… . For he who would proceed 
aright in this matter should begin in youth to visit beautiful forms; and 
fi rst, … to love one such form only … and soon perceive that the beauty 
of one form is akin to the beauty of another; and then … recognize that 
the beauty in every form is and the same … and become a lover of all 
beautiful forms… . [I]n the next stage, consider that the beauty of the 
mind is more honourable than the beauty of the outward form… . until 
he is compelled to contemplate and see the beauty of institutions and 
laws, and to understand that the beauty of them all is of one family, 
and that personal beauty is a trifl e; and aft er laws and institutions go on 
to the sciences, … create many fair and noble thoughts and notions in 
boundless love of wisdom; until at last the vision is revealed of a single 
science, which is the science of beauty everywhere… [W]hen he comes 
toward the end he will suddenly perceive a nature of wondrous beauty—
a nature which in the fi rst place is everlasting, not growing and decay-
ing, or waxing and waning… . He who from these ascending under the 
infl uence of true love, begins to perceive that beauty, is not far from 
the end.

Summarizing all this, Socrates’ Diotima concludes (as do we) with “the true 
order of love”: 

Begin from the beauties of earth and mount upwards for the sake of 
that other beauty, using these as steps only … from fair forms to fair 
practices, and from fair practices to fair notions, until from fair notions 
one arrives at the notion of absolute beauty, and at last knows what the 
essence of beauty is… . Would that be an ignoble life?
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Th e main purpose of this chapter is to examine the relationships between the 
meaning of life and death, on the one hand, and death attitudes as expressed 
in emotional reactions toward death, on the other hand. Following a short 
examination of the concept of meaning, the chapter introduces the concept 
of death attitudes. Th e next two sections are devoted to an empirically driven 
discussion of the relationships between diff erent types of death attitudes and 
between death attitudes and the personal meaning of death. Th e theories deal-
ing with death attitudes are here somewhat arbitrarily divided into theories of 
fear (or death rejection) and theories of death acceptance and are examined 
in the next sections, with special attention to the concept of meaning. Th e 
way meaning is being used in coping with the “death of other” is also briefl y 
examined, as is the use of meanings in dealing with death in terminally ill 
patients. Th e chapter ends with a discussion of “unifi ed theories” that attempt 
to account for several types of death attitudes, in an eff ort to explain, in par-
ticular, in the confi nes of one theoretical framework both fear and acceptance 
of death.

Th e Meaning of Meaning of Life and Death

Strictly speaking, meaning is a property of symbols or of acts of communica-
tion. Th us one can ask what the meaning of the second sentence of this para-
graph is. In another, but related sense, one can enquire about the meaning a 
writer or a speaker intends to communicate by using a particular formulation, 
spoken or written. Although meaning, taken in this sense, is a rather compli-
cated topic, things get even murkier when we start talking about the meaning 
of life. However, I believe a few things are more or less accepted.

First, although meaning of life and the meaning of a sentence are very dif-
ferent, both concepts involve the existence of relationships between parts or 
connectedness (on this point, see, e.g., Baumeister, 1991). Second, the meaning 
of life and the meaning of death are interconnected. Th ere are writers argu-
ing, for example, that death makes life more meaningful. Perhaps nowhere is 
this clearer than when one considers terminally ill patients. To protect and 
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emphasize meaning in terminally ill patients is indeed the cornerstone of 
meaning-centered psychotherapy (i.e., Greenstein & Breitbart, 2000; Wong, 
1998a). Th ird, when we talk about the meaning of life, we should mean the 
meaning of a particular life, rather than the meaning of life in general. A 
fourth commonly made assumption is that meaning of life is not an entity 
object found in the world in the same way that one can fi nd a treasure; rather, 
the concept is something a person constructs, makes, or realizes in some way 
and oft en is related to having goals, plans, or projects for one’s life. Th erefore 
meanings, whatever their ontological status might be, need a human mind to 
realize them. A fi ft h idea is that although we can talk about and refl ect upon 
the meaning of life or of parts of life, in many cases we focus on meaning of 
discrete activities and experiences. Activities may be meaningful by virtue 
of being in service of some goal. On the other hand, an activity might have 
meaning in itself, intrinsically. Th e best examples for an intrinsically mean-
ing activity are perhaps those that can be seen as illustrating the phenomenon 
of fl ow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, 1993). Th e person is engaged in this case in 
an intensive activity and has a sense of widening the boundaries toward the 
universe around. 

Th e distinction between the meaning of life, in general, and the mean-
ing of specifi c activities or life events is similar to the distinction Park and 
colleagues (Park, 2005; Park & Folkman 1997; Wortmann & Park, 2008) 
make between global meaning and situational meaning. Th e fi rst includes 
people’s basic goals, assumptions, and expectations from the world, others, 
and oneself. Th e situational meaning refers to particular events and interac-
tion between the person and the environment. Th e person brings the basic 
beliefs or global meanings to these interactions and uses them to appraise the 
meaning of an event in processes of primary and secondary appraisal (see 
Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; also see Folkman, 2001), as well as to search for 
meaning in an eff ort to reduce the incongruence between situational meaning 
and basic beliefs or global meaning (Park & Folkman, 1997). Th is process of 
meaning making might involve, therefore, a reappraisal of the event but also, 
and particularly in the case of such a traumatic event as the death of a close 
friend or relative (or indeed one’s own approaching death), might involve revi-
sions of one’s basic beliefs and life goals. 

Meaning can be considered an experience (e.g., the experience of joy) or 
an object of an experience. Th e distinction between extrinsic and intrin-
sic meaning emphasizes that some experiences are valuable in themselves. 
Even then, however, as seen clearly by Frankl, the experience has an object. 
For example, being directed toward others, happiness or joy is inten-
tional in nature (Frankl, 1946/1969). Similarly, fl ow is experienced when 
the person is investing all the skill and energy in pursuing a challenging 
goal (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, 1993). Indeed, Csikszentmihalyi sees in this 
match between challenge and personal skill the key to an understanding of 



Meaning and Death Attitudes • 211

the phenomenon of fl ow, in particular to the expansion of the self and the 
sense of transcendence that accompanies it. Following Frankl (1946/1969), 
we can defi ne three types of sources of meaning: work or creative activity; 
experiences, particularly those related to loving and being loved; and the 
 individual’s attitudes toward his or her limitations, in particular toward suf-
fering. A plumber can create meaning by fi xing a faucet. We can experience 
meaning (or grace, as some would say) by listening to a partita of Johann 
Sebastian Bach. Or we can realize meaning by choosing our attitudes vis-
à-vis our own life events, for example, by focusing on the positive and the 
beautiful in them rather than dwelling on the negative. Moreover, the third 
type of meaning, the attitudinal meaning or value, is always possible. Th us, 
a person whose physical limitations might prevent him or her from realizing 
creative meaning and who fi nds even his or her experiential values com-
promised by pain and disability can, according to Frankl (1946/1969), fi nd 
meaning in attitudinal values by, for example, becoming a role model for 
others by sustaining limitations and pain with dignity.

A somewhat diff erent way of developing a typology of meanings is used 
by Baumeister (1991). An organizational principle here is the level of mean-
ing (somewhat similar to the distinction of global, situational) that distin-
guishes between short-term behaviors and activities and long–range spans of 
time. Baumeister writes about the need for meaning and, in fact, distinguishes 
among four needs: purposes (extrinsic or intrinsic), values (as in the phrase 
achieving something of value or doing the right thing), being effi  cacious and in 
control, and achieving a sense of self-worth. It is arguable that the four needs 
are reducible to two basic needs: a need to achieve self-esteem or self-worth 
(see the account of terror management theory discussed later) and the need 
for growth, for achieving one’s potential and exercising and expanding one’s 
skills. From this perspective, formulating goals and abiding by societal stan-
dards and values can be considered subservient to the other two needs.

We can also characterize meanings based on their location in time 
(although all meanings are realized, by defi nition, in the present). A meaning 
can be situated in the future as a goal or destination; in the past, as an accom-
plishment; or in present time as an experience (e.g., an encounter with another 
human being or even an animal or a tree; see Buber, 1923/1970, 1947/2002) or 
an ongoing activity of intrinsic value. Th is formulation has the advantage of 
showing clearly in what ways death can compromise meaning. It can inter-
rupt the present experience, it can obliterate a project, and it can even ques-
tion the signifi cance of the past. On the other hand, it was argued that there 
is no safer place than the past to preserve something (Frankl, 1946/1969). It is 
also frequently argued that the present cannot be taken away. Even the future 
can be salvaged, either by a strong religious belief or by “transcending the 
self” toward a union with the cosmos (e.g., cosmic gerotranscendence; see 
Tornstam, 1992, 1997). 
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Th e present trend toward the development of a positive psychology (e.g., 
Seligman, 2003; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000) places an emphasis 
on positive subjective experiences, for example, on fl ow experiences and on 
techniques that can be used to maximize them. Death certainly makes the 
process of realization of meaning more diffi  cult but also more imperative. It 
is also important to remind ourselves that while experiences of meaning are 
authentic and fulfi lling, there are also authentic experiences of lack of mean-
ing. Th ings might lose their previous sense. We can perceive all of a sudden 
the world as a place that is not very hospitable to human beings. Th e physicist 
Steven Weinberg (1992) writes in Dreams of a Final Th eory, “More generally, 
no one has ever discovered any correlation between the importance of any-
thing to us and its importance in the laws of nature” (p. 254). We can perceive 
the reality as completely arbitrary, thrown in front of us full of itself and with-
out purpose and explanation, as it happened to Roquentin in his encounter 
with a tree root (Sartre, 1938/1965). Indeed, we can perceive ourselves and our 
life as thrown out and groundless (Heidegger 1927/1996). Death can exacer-
bate these experiences and, again, may make the realization of meaning both 
critical and harder to achieve. 

Death Attitudes: Defi nition and Relationships

Death Attitudes

Many of the instruments that measure fear of death were either designed to 
have a multidimensional structure on theoretical grounds or were shown 
aft er the fact to have one. An example of a systematic, theory-grounded 
development of a multidimensional instrument is Florian’s Fear of Personal 
Death (FPD) Scale (Florian & Kravetz, 1983). Th e scale is based on a tridi-
mensional model that includes three dimensions: an intrapersonal dimen-
sion that includes one’s concerns about death, an interpersonal dimension 
that refers to eff ects of death in close relationships, and a transpersonal 
dimension that includes concerns about the postdeath reality or the hereaft er 
(Florian & Kravetz, 1983; see also Mikulincer & Florian, 2008). Th ese dimen-
sions bear similarity to dimensions or factors found in structural analyses of 
other tools. Th us, the intrapersonal dimension is similar to the fear of non-
being, reported as one of four factors of the Revised Death Anxiety Scale 
(RDAS; Th orson & Powell, 1994), and to the fear of being destroyed, one of 
the eight factors of the Multidimensional Fear of Death Scale (Hoelter, 1979). 
Th e multidimensional aspect of fear of death demands precision in the for-
mulation and testing of theoretical models. For example terror management 
theory and the comprehensive model that will be briefl y described take the 
fear of annihilation as basic. 

A further expansion of the concept of death attitudes can be accomplished 
by considering positive or neutral reactions to death. Such a step was taken 
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by a number of researchers. A cogent approach, theoretically and empirically, 
was initiated by Paul Wong, who with colleagues designed and tested empiri-
cally the Death Attitude Profi le–Revised (DAP-R; Wong, Reker, & Gesser, 
1994). Th e measurement of positive death attitudes by Wong and colleagues 
and by other researchers (see next section) allowed empirical examination 
of the relationships among various death attitudes. In particular, it allowed 
researchers to determine the correlations among measures of fear of death and 
measures of death acceptance. 

Correlations Among Death Attitudes 

An important step forward toward systematic conceptualization and mea-
surement of a variety of death attitudes was taken by Wong and colleagues 
(Gesser, Wong, & Reker, 1987–1988; Wong, Reker, & Gesser, 1994), who, as 
noted in the preceding section, also developed the DAP-R. Th e DAP-R is based 
on a number of premises: namely, that (a) death anxiety is multidimensional 
rather than unidimensional; (b) there is an inverse relationship between fear 
of death and the ability to fi nd meaning in life, as well as a direct relation-
ship between the degree of meaningfulness in one’s life and one’s ability to 
accept death; and (c) fear and acceptance of death should be conceived not 
as the two poles of one dimension but, rather, as separate dimensions. A per-
son may be anxious and accepting of death at the same time. Consistent with 
theses views, particularly with (a) and (c), a principal-component analysis of 
the DAP-R revealed the existence of fi ve dimensions in a sample of about 300 
young, middle-aged, and older adults. Two of the dimensions, fear of death 
and death avoidance, representing “negative” attitudes, were positively corre-
lated (r = 0.47). Th e other three types of attitudes were positive and represented 
diff erent types of acceptance of death: approach, escape, and remaining neu-
tral. A  signifi cant positive correlation existed only between escape acceptance, 
the acceptance of death as an escape from suff ering, and approach acceptance 
that indicates a positive embracing of death. Even more interesting was the 
fact that approach acceptance was only moderately or weakly correlated with 
the two negative dimensions, fear and avoidance (r = −0.40 and −0.20, respec-
tively). Th e fi nding of low correlations between acceptance and fear was con-
fi rmed in other studies. Th us, Ardelt (2008) reported correlations very close 
to zero between fear and avoidance of death, on the one hand, and approach 
acceptance or neutral acceptance of death, on the other hand. All death atti-
tudes were measured in this study using the DAP-R (Wong, Reker, & Gesser, 
1994), and the sample consisted of 164 older adults living in the community, 
residing in nursing homes or being patients in hospices. Also, Van Hiel and 
Vansteenkiste (2007) found a virtually null correlation between acceptance 
and rejection of one’s death in a sample of 92 subjects. 

Low or moderate correlations between measures of death anxiety and 
death acceptance were also reported by Durlak and Kass (1981–1982; 
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r = −0.33); Harding, Flannelly, Weaver, and Costa (2005; r = −0.35), Ray 
and Najman (1974; r = −0.26); Tomer and Eliason (2000a; r = −0.16 with 
approach acceptance and −0.26 with neutral acceptance); and Warren 
(1981–1982; r = −0.36). Virtually null correlations were reported by Tomer 
and Eliason (2005), who found, however, low but signifi cant correlation 
(r  = −0.22) between fear of death and neutral acceptance in a sample of 
college students. Tomer and Eliason (2000a) found negative, signifi cant 
path coeffi  cients of modest magnitude for the connection between neutral 
acceptance of death and fear of death in two samples of young and old 
adults (r = −0.28 and −0.35 correspondingly). Consistent with the trend 
reported here, approach acceptance measured using the DAP-R was not 
causally connected to fear of death in a latent variables models estimated 
in a group of about 150 terminally ill hospice patients (Neimeyer, Coleman, 
Currier, Tomer, & Tooley, 2007). 

Meanings of Death and Attitudes Toward Death

Th e concept of death acceptance, particularly as it is measured by the DAP-
R, is strongly connected to the way one conceptualizes death, specifi cally to 
the extent to which one believes in an aft erlife. Th ere were diff erent attempts 
to measure the meaning of death for a person. One approach to investigate 
meaning is to ask people to describe what death means to them. Th is approach 
was used by Holcomb, Neimeyer, and Moore (1993), who also used 15 diff er-
ent “death constructs” that were previously developed (Neimeyer, Fontana, 
& Gold, 1984). Th e sample consisted of about 500 students from three uni-
versities. It is interesting that about 60% of participants described death as 
meaningful and as allowing a continued existence in an aft erlife. In contrast, 
about 40% described death as involving nonexistence. Death attitudes were 
measured in this case using the Th reat Index and Hoelter Multidimensional 
Fear of Death Scale (MFODS). It was found that a belief in a continuing exis-
tence aft er death and in death as a purposeful event predicted the score on 
the fear-of-the-unknown subscale. On the other hand, a perception of death 
as purposeless and unintelligible and as nonexistence predicted higher fear 
of the unknown. More insights into the relationship between meanings and 
attitudes is provided by Cicirelli (1998, 2001). In the later 2001 study, Cicirelli 
investigated death meanings in two age groups, one of young adults and one 
of older adults. Th e Personal Meanings of Death Scale (Cicirelli, 1998), which 
was used in these studies, measured four dimensions of meaning: Death as 
Legacy, Death as Aft erlife, Death as Extinction, and Death as Motivator (to 
achieve). Of particular interest is the relationship with fear of death, which 
was measured using four out of the eight scales of MFODS: fear of the dying 
process, fear of being destroyed, fear of for signifi cant others, and fear of the 
unknown. In both age groups, a belief in an aft erlife was found to be nega-
tively correlated to the fear of the unknown, whereas a perception of death as 
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involving total extinction was found to be correlated positively to the same 
fear. Th e belief in an aft erlife was also connected negatively to the fear of 
being destroyed. In addition to Holcomb, Neimeyer, and Moore (1993) and 
using a diff erent methodology for measuring meanings (the use of a scale), 
Cicirelli provided further evidence for the connection between meanings and 
attitudes. In particular, a view of death as an overture to a new life seems to 
allow one to fear death less, whereas a view of death as fi nal end might lead 
to more fear of the unknown. (Admittedly, the last sentence assumes a causal 
interpretation of correlational results, but such an interpretation seems plau-
sible here.) Evidence consistent with position was also provided by Florian, 
Kravetz, and Frankel (1984) in a sample composed of nonreligious, moder-
ately religious, and religious Jews in Israel. Th e religious orthodox Jews who 
believe in a hereaft er were less likely to fear annihilation. On the other hand, 
they were more likely to fear consequences to family and punishment in the 
aft erlife. Th us, Florian et al.’s study clearly indicates the need to distinguish 
between diff erent aspects of one’s belief as well as between diff erent compo-
nents of the fear of death.

Notwithstanding the negative correlations between belief in an aft er-
life and fear, there were also results that showed no connection between the 
two. Indeed, the results included in the section on death acceptance and fear 
of death indicated close to null correlations in a number of studies. Other 
studies have also found little connection. Th us, Rose and O’Sullivan (2002) 
found no relationship between death anxiety measured using the Templer 
Death Anxiety Scale and a belief in aft erlife in a sample of college students. 
Consistent with this negative fi nding was that of Wittkowski (1988): Although 
fi nding in a sample of middle-aged German adults that a belief in God was 
negatively correlated to fear of death in general, Wittkowski found that such 
belief was not correlated to fear of one’s own death. 

Also, in an important study based on a sample of about 150 terminally 
ill patients from a Methodist hospice in Memphis, Neimeyer and colleagues 
(2007) found that a belief in God—as well as approach acceptance, measured 
using the DAP-R, so that the approach acceptance dimension indicates a 
belief in an aft erlife—was connected in a structural equation model to escape 
acceptance, but not to fear of death. Similarly, in a longitudinal study, Wink 
and Scott (2005) found no linear relations between religiousness and fear of 
death and dying. Finally, in a quantitative review of the literature, Fortner 
and Neimeyer (1999) found no reliable relationship between religiosity and 
death anxiety. Does a belief in an aft erlife promote acceptance of death? Th e 
Neimeyer et al. (2007) study mentioned earlier found a positive correlation 
between a belief in God and escape acceptance. Also, Harding et al. (2005) 
measured death acceptance using Ray and Najman’s (1974) acceptance scale, 
which includes items suggesting either relief from pain, neutral acceptance, or 
lack of fear and, perhaps, approach acceptance (i.e., “Death is a friend”). In this 
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study, the belief in an aft erlife predicted death acceptance even aft er control-
ling for demographic characteristics in about 150 parishioners of an Episcopal 
church in New York City. Another study relevant to this issue included 71 
older adults (Falkenhain  & Handal, 2003) and measured acceptance using 
the Klug Death Acceptance Scale (KDAS; Klug & Sinha, 1987), fear using 
Templer’s Death Anxiety Scale, and belief in an aft erlife using Osarchuck and 
Tatz’s (1973) Belief in Aft erlife Scale. Th e belief in aft erlife correlated −0.10 
with death anxiety but 0.48 with death acceptance. Th is diff erence between 
fear (as including a strong emotional component) and acceptance (as being 
mainly “cognitive”) is further addressed in the next section. 

Meanings and Attitudes: Different or Similar Constructs?

Th e foregoing section assumed the distinction between two types of con-
structs, one representing the way we conceptualize death, and the other being 
the emotional reaction to it. Relating meanings to attitudes, as if attitudes 
were a diff erent type of construct, is particularly diffi  cult when one considers 
acceptance, instead of fear, as the attitude to be related to meaning. Indeed, 
an acceptance construct might refl ect mainly cognitive components; as a 
result, this construct is likely to correlate highly with other cognitive (belief) 
constructs. As pointed out by Wong (1998c), a belief in an aft erlife, on the 
one hand, and approach acceptance, on the other hand, are very similar con-
structs. Moreover, it is possible to think of three personal meanings used by 
Cicirelli—legacy, motivator, and extinction—as diff erent components of neu-
tral acceptance. Additional work is necessary to separate diff erent constructs 
and to investigate their internal structure. 

Th eories of Fear of Death

Becker and Terror Management Theory

An important premise of Becker’s (1973) approach in Th e Denial of Death is 
what he calls “the despair of the human cognition” (p. 269). Th e despair is 
related to the fact that human beings want to have a sense of “primary value” 
(p. 5) to be meaningful, to count in a cosmic sense, to be immortal. Becker 
calls this desire “man’s urge to heroism” (p. 2). Society and culture are sys-
tems created to incorporate symbolic structures and meanings that in turn 
encourage individuals to develop their own individual drive toward heroism 
and meaning. Th e tragedy or despair is a result of the individual’s mortal-
ity that will in due course wipe out any meaning. Faced with the awareness 
of one’s mortal condition, one may fall back on personal heroism, which, as 
a result, becomes heroism in the face of death. At the same time, heroism 
becomes a tool for self-esteem enhancement and for the creation of an illusion 
of immortality. Th e idea that self-esteem protects one of awareness of one’s 
mortality is a principal postulate of the terror management theory (TMT). 
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Another main assumption, also based on Becker’s approach, is the function of 
social systems of belief that encourage the individual to accept their prevalent 
worldviews and to meet their standards of value. Self-esteem thereby becomes 
dependant on the social system and the person’s functioning within the social 
system. Th e tight connection between these two assumptions is typically 
formulated in TMT by presenting the “solution to the problem of death” in 
the form of a dual-component anxiety buff er consisting of a cultural world-
view and of self-esteem that is obtained by adhering to this worldview and 
by living up to its standards of value (Greenberg, Pyszczynski, & Solomon, 
1986; Solomon, Greenberg, & Pyszczynski, 1991). Th e TMT was supported 
by an impressive number of studies, many of them confi rming the mortal-
ity salience hypothesis, which predicted that increase in mortality salience 
should increase the need of believing in one’s worldview (see Pyszczynski, 
Greenberg,  & Solomon, 2003, for a review). Th e anxiety-buff er hypothesis 
that predicted that manipulating self-esteem (i.e., strengthening or weakening 
self-esteem) should have implications in terms of death anxiety (i.e., reducing 
or increasing the anxiety) is also supported by a large number of studies (for 
reviews, see Arndt & Goldenberg, 2002; Pyszczynski, Greenberg, Solomon, 
Arndt, & Schimel, 2004).

Growth and Fear in Becker and Terror Management Theory 

Perhaps some of the best parts of Th e Denial of Death are those in which 
Becker (1973) considers the relationship between what he calls the “twin 
ontological motives” (p. 159), namely, the urge to lose oneself in the encom-
passing and transcending universe and the urge to stand out as unique as 
an eternal and worthy part of this universe. Correspondingly, the drive to 
immortality is not “a simple refl ex of the death-anxiety” but “a reaching out 
by one’s whole being toward life” (p. 152). Similarly, the movement toward 
identifi cation with a leader, with God, or with one’s system of value (transfer-
ence) can be seen as a way to satisfy both urges—that is, to satisfy one’s need 
to fl ee or avoid death as well as one’s need to grow and expand beyond oneself. 
Th e idea of growth is thus introduced by Becker as a primary motivation in 
itself and as one that will take the individual beyond himself or herself (tran-
scendence). Meaning cannot all be created by the individual. It is rather the 
case that meaning is established in a process of interconnection with some 
other that is not me. 

Emphasizing the need of individuals to manage terror and under the 
infl uence of such psychoanalysts as Rank (1936/1976) and modern theories, 
in particular self-determination theory (SDT; see Greenberg, Pyszczynski, & 
Solomon, 1995; Pyszczynski et al., 2004), TMT theorists introduced the 
idea of dual motivation. Th e assumption, similar to what we have seen is 
the case of Becker, is that there are two motivational systems, a defensive 
one designed to manage terror and a second system that refl ects the need 
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for growth and development. Th e need for growth, as refl ected in intrin-
sic motivation, is evident in those experiences, such as fl ow, where people 
are challenged beyond, but not too much beyond, the level of their current 
skills. An eff ort at accommodation or integration ensues (see Pyszczynski, 
Greenberg, & Goldenberg, 2003) with a subsequent change of existent psy-
chological structures and a sense of exhilaration, entirely consistent with 
the description of the fl ow phenomenon by Csikszentmihalyi (1990, 1993). 
Moreover, growth processes satisfy the needs for competence and autonomy 
that are considered basic in SDT (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2000) 
and create self-esteem that is critical in TMT as a buff er against fear of anni-
hilation. TMT theorists view growth processes as eventually generating 
self-esteem as a product that will in turn alleviate anxiety and by doing so 
allow integrative growth processes to take place (Pyszczynski, Greenberg, & 
Goldenberg, 2003). Although TMT accepts the distinction between self-
esteem based on intrinsic standards and self-esteem based on extrinsic stan-
dards (Pyszczynski et al., 2004), this distinction is less crucial than in SDT. 
Th e TMT concedes that self-esteem based on self-determined standards is 
particularly conducive to growth and development because it requires less 
defensiveness. Such a sense of self-esteem seems to be particularly compat-
ible with a subjective experience of meaning.

Growth Theories Versus Terror Management Theory

Such growth theories as SDT (Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2004) 
as well as Wong’s meaning management theory (MMT; Wong, 2008) empha-
size growth-related and meaning-processing activities. Th e quest for meaning 
and the self-expanding processes are treated not as an antidote to anxiety but, 
rather, as a manifestation of the drive for challenge, self-expansion or growth, 
and, particularly in Wong’s MMT, as a prerequisite for death acceptance. 
Although both TMT and SDT theorists accept the primacy of the defensive 
needs that have to be satisfi ed before the growth needs, it is still possible to 
achieve a level of death acceptance even in the presence of relatively high 
death anxiety. Such a position is also compatible with Firestone’s view accord-
ing to which death anxiety should be seen as natural (Firestone, 1994, p. 237) 
and accepted as a part of the project of living a fulfi lling and meaningful life. 
Indeed, the counterpart of a growth theory is a “shrinking theory.” Firestone 
in his separation theory (1997; see also Morrant & Catlett, 2008) takes the 
position that opening oneself to others, in a sense forgetting about oneself and 
about one’s goals, including happiness, is the only way to achieve meaning 
and, possibly, as a kind of by-product, happiness itself.

The Comprehensive Model of Death Anxiety 

Th e comprehensive model of death anxiety (Tomer & Eliason, 1996, 2000b, 
2008) was developed in an attempt to integrate factors that aff ect the level 



Meaning and Death Attitudes • 219

of death anxiety in individuals. An important point of departure for the 
model was the somewhat paradoxical fi nding that death anxiety does 
not appear to be higher in older persons (Neimeyer et al., 2004). Th ere is 
indeed evidence for the existence of a quadratic trend with higher level in 
middle adulthood (Cicirelli, 2002, 2006; Gesser et al., 1987–1988; Kalish, 
1977; Neimeyer et al., 2004), although the level of death anxiety levels off  
and does not show further declines in very old age (Fortner & Neimeyer, 
1999) and although the chronically ill do show a higher level of anxiety 
(Fortner & Neimeyer, 1999). 

Similar to a basic TMT assumption, according to the comprehensive 
model, death anxiety becomes activated when one’s personal death becomes 
salient because of illness, for example, or the death of a close person, or wit-
nessing an accident. Th e theory postulates the existence of three direct ante-
cedents to death anxiety. Th ese include two types of regret, past-related regret 
and future-related regret, as well as a third antecedent representing the way 
personal death is conceptualized (i.e., meaningfulness of death). Th e regret 
constructs are mixtures of cognitive and emotional reactions that people feel 
when they consider their past and its possible errors of omission (i.e., not 
doing something that in retrospect should have been done) or commission 
(i.e., engaging in activities that one regrets aft erward) or when they consider 
their future and the probability of not achieving important life goals. Whereas 
death salience may directly infl uence these three determinants of death anxi-
ety, the activation of the three may be mediated by other variables, including 
beliefs about the world and about oneself, as well as by the coping processes 
one engages in order to mitigate fear.

Preliminary research on the model provided initial support for some 
of its propositions. Th us, in samples of both young and old adults, Tomer 
and Eliason (2000a) found that meaningfulness of life as measured using 
Antonovsky’s (1987) Sense of Coherence Questionnaire was connected to 
fear of death as measured using the Revised Death Anxiety Scale (Th orson & 
Powell, 1994). A perception of life as more meaningful was conducive to less 
fear of nonbeing. Moreover, one’s level of religious devotion was a powerful 
determinant of neutral acceptance in the older (but not the younger) subjects. 
Also consistent with the model was the fi nding that salience of death in the 
older subjects was connected causally to the fear of nonbeing. More recently, 
estimating a path model in a sample of college students, Tomer and Eliason 
(2005) found that both past- and future-related regrets were conducive to 
higher levels of fear of death. Th e latter study also replicated the fi nding of a 
positive relationship between intrinsic religiosity and death acceptance in this 
group of college students.

A fuller investigation of the comprehensive model was undertaken by 
Neimeyer et al. (2007) in their study of about 150 terminally ill hospice 
patients. Th is study presents a rare opportunity to fi nd out what variables 
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infl uence death anxiety in a group of people who are very close to the end 
of their lives. Th e methodology, structural equation modeling, is particu-
larly adequate to estimate to what extent the empirical data are consistent 
with the model. Although a complete analysis of the results of the study has 
still to be completed, a report submitted to the Fetzer Institute (Neimeyer 
et  al., 2007) indicated several fi ndings of particular interest here. Fear of 
death measured using the DAP-R (Wong et al., 1994) was found here to 
be aff ected signifi cantly (standardized beta coeffi  cient of 0.45) by future-
related regret as measured by the Multidimensional Fear of Death Scale 
(MFODS) Fear of Premature Death items. On the other hand, the path from 
past-related regret to fear did not reach signifi cance. In spite of this negative 
fi nding, past-related regret had an indirect eff ect on fear of death through 
its association with future-related regret (beta = .58). In addition, stron-
ger past-related regret was associated with a stronger inclination to accept 
death as an escape from suff ering (beta = .35). Moreover, on a more qualita-
tive note, and as reported in the above-mentioned report, the ideas of regret 
or lack thereof were central in the interviews of the terminally ill, and their 
relationship to the ability to achieve a sense of peace and acceptance of the 
inevitable end were unmistakable. 

Death Acceptance: Th eories and Findings

Meaning Management Theory 

Th e way one thinks about life and death can impact the extent to which one 
fears and/or accepts death. Th e idea that one is capable of managing mean-
ings and by doing so able to infl uence one’s emotional reactions to death was 
developed into a fully fl edged theory by Wong (2008). Th e theory is rooted 
in existential–humanistic theory, particularly in Frankl’s writings, but it 
also uses cognitive-behavioral processes. Wong distinguishes between three 
meaning-related activities: meaning seeking, meaning making, and meaning 
reconstructions. Meaning seeking involves the eff orts designed to see events, 
in particular events of our own life, as causally interconnected and therefore 
less arbitrary. In addition to this causal attribution is a second type of attri-
bution, called existential, which allows one to see the “silver lining,” to make 
sense of negative events by discovering positive aspects of them. Meaning 
making refers to activities actively pursued by individuals either to abide by 
the prevalent cultural values, to develop one’s life story, to engage in devel-
opment of projects, or to engage in personal development by developing and 
refi ning one’s philosophy of life, systems of values, beliefs, and so on. Paul 
Wong defi nes seven sources of meaning, among them achievements, fam-
ily, love, and religion. Finally, meaning reconstruction is used by Wong to 
refer to processes of meaning seeking and making following a traumatic event 
(e.g., death of a spouse or child) that requires one to redefi ne oneself and to 
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restructure one’s life. Th e development of meaning according to these three 
processes refl ects the need for growth that exists in everybody. 

Th e MMT is certainly in need of empirical confi rmation. Several lines of 
results provide initial support and credence to MMT. One line pointed out by 
Wong (2008) is research on near-death experience (NDE). Such experiences 
are frequently associated with such positive eff ects as increase in feelings of 
life purpose and spirituality.

Th e recent literature on bereavement that places an emphasis on processes 
of meaning disruption and meaning reconstruction provides additional rel-
evant evidence for the MMT. Moreover, fi ndings documenting relatively low 
fear and high acceptance in older adults, particularly in terminally ill patients, 
in spite of the nearness of death, also suggest that older adults are able to fi nd 
and develop ways to deal with their fear and to accept death. It is plausible that 
these ways are related to the development of a sense of meaning in spite of the 
proximity of death. Th e next sections provide short (and incomplete) reviews 
of the literature in these areas, dealing fi rst with the death of the other and 
second with the death of oneself.

Acceptance of the Death of the Other

Th e purpose in this section is not to provide a full literature review of the 
vast literature connecting loss and meaning making, fi nding or reconstruc-
tion (for a good collection of chapters on this topic see, e.g., Neimeyer, 2001b). 
Rather, the purpose here is to delineate a few important themes. Th e idea of 
making sense of the loss is frequently discussed in the literature on grief. Th e 
need and the attempts at making sense are perceived as an important eff ect 
of loss. Th e death of the loved one seems frequently arbitrary, “unjustifi ed,” 
and in this sense meaningless. Th e need to make sense of the death is a need 
for providing an interpretation that removes at least some of this arbitrari-
ness and makes the event more consistent with one’s worldview (Davis, 2001; 
Janoff -Bulman, 1989, 1992). It was observed, however, that the loss of meaning 
that  accompanies the death of a loved one is not limited to the arbitrariness of 
the event. Loss amounts to an impoverishment of oneself. Bereaved persons 
fi nd their lives suddenly empty, in fact fi nd a large hole within themselves. 
Th is emptiness can, however, be a point of departure for the reconstruc-
tion of meaning in an eff ort to increase the cohesiveness of life’s narrative 
(i.e., Neimeyer, Keese, & Fortner, 2000; Wortmann & Park, 2008). Diff erent 
authors treat this process of reconstruction somewhat diff erently, but the 
common elements are unmistakable. Davis (2001), for example, emphasizes 
that in addition to the process of making meaning in the sense of explaining 
the loss is meaning making that he calls “fi nding benefi ts.” Th e main idea is 
that sometimes loss is the point of departure for growth, whether the growth 
is expressed in the development of other relationships, in the development of 
a new sense of appreciation of the world, or in the development of a sense of 
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competence and strength (Davis, 2001). A dual-process model was proposed 
also by Stroebe and Schut (2001). In this case, two forms of coping are postu-
lated: loss-oriented coping, which deals with the loss of meaning; and restora-
tion-orientation coping, which deals with reconstruction.

Th e fi nding of growth following loss was documented by several authors 
(e.g., Calhoun & Tedeshi, 2001; Frantz, Farell, & Troley, 2001; Wortmann & 
Park, 2008). Moreover, if successful, meaning making following loss was found 
in a number of studies to be conducive to better adjustment (for a review, see 
Wortmann & Park, 2008). 

If meaning making is a major metaphor used to understand bereavement, 
meaning fi nding is another metaphor. Whereas meaning making suggests 
that the person actively modifi es or constructs a new world, meaning fi nd-
ing suggests that we discover meanings that present ourselves to us (cf. Attig, 
2001). Th e idea of meaning fi nding can also be related to the possibility of hav-
ing positive aspects of loss. Th e loss of a loved person, with all its poignancy, 
might shatter our complacency and free us to be receptive again to the world 
(see also Davis, 2001).

Th e two topics of dealing with the death of the other and dealing with 
one’s own imminent death meet each other in the case of couples who are fac-
ing death of one of the partners. Linda Roberts and colleagues (e.g., Roberts, 
Wise, & DuBenske, in press) provide preliminary evidence suggesting that 
consistent with the posttraumatic growth literature, couples facing cancer 
death undergo transformations that proceed from self-concern to concern for 
others, including the partner. 

In summary, loss, or anticipated loss, brings about a crisis by destroy-
ing the cohesiveness of one’s life narrative, by destroying or threatening 
to destroy important meanings of one’s life. Th e attempt to cope with loss 
and with the destruction of meaning may be more intensive in individu-
als with a high sense of spirituality or intrinsic religiosity. Th ese individuals 
might eventually recover a sense of meaning, although they might also ini-
tially go through a period of increased spiritual struggle (see Wortmann & 
Park, 2008). 

Acceptance of Death and Meaning of Life in Terminally Ill Patients 

Th e meaning of one’s life is an issue of particularly poignancy and urgency for 
the terminally ill patient. Breitbart (2002) presents in his review evidence sug-
gesting that patients who report high degrees of meaning display positive and 
adaptive behaviors or feelings, including an ability to tolerate pain, high satis-
faction with life, and less depression and hopelessness. Patients report benefi t-
ing from their religious and spiritual beliefs. Th us, older HIV-infected adults 
in a study by Siegel and Schrimshaw (2002) reported, among other things, that 
their religious and spiritual beliefs off ered them strength and comfort, facili-
tated their fi nding meaning and accepting the illness, and also reduced their 
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fear of death and self-blame. Th ere is also evidence suggesting that hospice 
patients who judge themselves to be more spiritual suff er less death anxiety 
than do other patients who judged themselves to be less spiritual (Ita, 1995). 
On the other hand, the close end of one’s life in conjunction with pain, suff er-
ing, and dependency may make one particularly prone to depression and to 
the loss of meaning. Th is is the background for development of psychothera-
peutic interventions designed to strengthen the individual’s sense of meaning 
(e.g., Breitbart, 2001; Breitbart, Gibson, Poppito, & Berg, 2004; Breitbart & 
Heller, 2003; Greenstein & Breitbart, 2000). Generally, these attempts tended 
to focus on the past life of the individual (e.g., as in life-review-based psy-
chotherapies), on the meaning present in the life of the individual, and on 
the individual’s ability to live a purposeful life in spite of suff ering and the 
near end of life. A third possible focus is transcendental meaning, which 
is sometimes perceived as synonymous with spirituality (e.g., Puchalsky & 
Romer, 2000). One form of transcendental meaning is that off ered by many 
religions in the form of a hereaft er. By comparison, the concept of transcen-
dental meaning is more general and involves the fi nding of meaning in the 
dissolution of the self and the perception of this dissolution as an absorption 
into the cosmic substance of the universe, which is itself perceived as possess-
ing beauty, coherence, and the like. Cosmic gerotranscendence (Tornstam, 
1992, 1997) and spiritual transcendence (Piedmont, 1999) and their related 
measures are the results of eff orts to defi ne the concept more rigorously and 
to operationalize it. An additional measure of spirituality, the Daily Spiritual 
Experiences Scale (Underwood & Teresi, 2002), was found (Neimeyer et al., 
2007) to generate two components, a belief in God component and a tran-
scendence (or transcendental meaning) component. Th e study has already 
provided preliminary evidence for the positive role played by transcendental 
meaning. In this case, a latent variables path analysis showed the transcen-
dence construct to aff ect positively a measure of acceptance of death. It is 
interesting to remark, however, that although infl uencing approach accep-
tance and (indirectly through approach acceptance) escape acceptance, tran-
scendental meaning was not found to be related to fear of death. Th is result is 
consistent with the lack of reliable relationships between religiosity and death 
anxiety (see Fortner & Neimeyer, 1999). Further distinctions of the concept of 
spirituality and transcendence (see Piedmont, 2001), as well as more refi ned 
ways of measuring death attitudes (see Neimeyer, Moser, & Wittkowski, 2003; 
Neimeyer, Wittkowski, & Moser, 2004), might shed further light on this issue.

Unifi ed Th eories of Death Attitudes

Th e term unifi ed is used here to indicate theories that attempt to explain 
such multiple death attitudes as fear and acceptance in an integrative way 
rather than focusing on a particular death attitude. An integrative theory of 
attitudes toward one’s own death in old age was formulated by Wittkowski 
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(2005) on the basis of Wong’s theory of personal meaning (Wong, 1998b, 
1998c, 2000) and Tornstam’s (1992, 1997) theory of gerotranscendence. A 
main idea in this approach is the concept of cognitive reframing of life and 
death. Using cognitive reframing, individuals are able to distance themselves 
from present life and sources of self-esteem or judgment (as postulated by the 
theory of gerotranscendence). At the same time, the individuals are moving 
beyond their present selves (transcendence) by a variety of means that include 
life review (therefore an emphasis on the past self and an eff ort to identify 
oneself with the whole life) and generativity (identifi cation with the future 
generation). Another source of transcendence includes intrinsic religiosity. 
Th is work of reframing can be seen as creation of meaning and spirituality, 
consistent with Wong’s view of spirituality as a dimension of successful aging 
(Wong, 2000). Wittkowski’s model is interesting and, of course, in need of 
empirical confi rmation. Th e model seems to treat fear of death and death 
acceptance as poles of the same continuum. In the light of low or modest 
correlations between fear and acceptance (see earlier discussion), this polar-
ity seems rather unlikely. Th e model can be modifi ed slightly to accommo-
date the low correlations by allowing both fear and acceptance to be aff ected 
by self-esteem and by reframing, but to diff erent extents. Th us, fear may be 
aff ected more by self-esteem (consistent with TMT), whereas acceptance may 
be more a function of reframing. It is also possible to see acceptance as just 
one determinant of fear. An attempt in this direction was made by Tomer and 
Eliason (2005) in extending the comprehensive model to account for death 
acceptance, in addition to fear. In this case, neutral acceptance was entered as 
an antecedent of fear and avoidance of death in a model that also included the 
two types of regret and intrinsic religiosity (as a measure of death meaning-
fulness) as other possible antecedents. Th e path analysis found that neutral 
acceptance predicted fear; in addition, the two types of regret predicted fear 
and avoidance of death. Obviously, there is a need for further replication of 
this result. 

Another venue toward the achievement of an integrative theory is based 
on the concept of goal achievements. Indeed we have seen that the con-
cept of meaning is strongly connected to the idea of goal achievements. 
Achieving important goals, that is, actualizing oneself, may be perceived as 
a buff er against death anxiety and as facilitating death acceptance. Erikson’s 
(1963) psychosocial theory is consistent with this idea. Yet, it is arguable 
that death erases accomplishments and that in this sense the accomplished 
individual has more to lose! Should we expect more or less death anxiety 
in accomplished individuals? An elegant way out of this conundrum is 
provided by SDT (Ryan & Deci, 2000; see also Van Hiel & Vansteenkiste, 
2007) for SDT distinguishes between intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. 
Th e former motivation is behind the tendency to explore and pursue novel 
avenues and to enhance one’s abilities and knowledge. Th e latter is behind 
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behaviors undertaken for the purpose of attaining a separate goal or out-
come. Performing a job activity because it was demanded by the boss is an 
example of an externally regulated, extrinsic motivation. Trying to do well 
on a job in order to be rewarded is another example of extrinsic motivation 
(called introjected regulation). Sometimes people identify and integrate 
regulations and by so doing experience increased autonomy. According 
to SDT, intrinsic pursuits and extrinsic but integrated motivations should 
allow satisfaction of such basic needs as the need for autonomy or compe-
tence. Th us, fulfi llment of intrinsic aspirations should increase well-being. 
Conversely, emphasizing extrinsic aspiration, such as wealth or fame, 
should be connected to decreased well-being. Evidence in this direction 
was produced (e.g., Kasser & Ryan, 1996; Ryan, Deci, & Grolnick, 1995). A 
similar relationship should exist, according to Van Hiel and Vansteenkiste 
(2007), between intrinsic versus extrinsic aspiration and death anxiety and 
death acceptance. According to Van Hiel and Vansteenkiste, achievement 
of extrinsic goals should increase death anxiety, whereas achievement of 
intrinsic goals should promote death acceptance. Indeed, aft er controlling 
for extrinsic goal attainment, it was found that intrinsic goal attainment 
was related to greater acceptance of one’s death. At the same time, intrinsic 
goal attainment was not related to less fear of death, nor was extrinsic goal 
attainment related to either lower acceptance or greater fear, as predicted. 
In spite of this only partial confi rmation, SDT remains a promising avenue 
for the investigation of death attitudes in relation to issues of regret and 
basic life goals. 

Conclusions 

Virtually all theorists in the fi eld, including not only those who emphasize 
growth and death acceptance but also those who emphasize their theories of 
death anxiety recognize the importance played by meaning-related processes 
(i.e., meaning making or meaning fi nding) or experiences of meaning. Th is 
realization certainly prompted clinically oriented experts from a variety of 
disciplines to try to develop meaning-based therapies for the terminally ill. 
At the same time, several methodological and substantive questions are still 
waiting for an answer. One issue is the extent to which death acceptance 
should be conceptualized as a type of belief or as a type of emotional reac-
tion to death. It is clear that death acceptance and death anxiety are not the 
two poles of one continuum. It is possible to formulate theoretical models of 
death acceptance by elaborating on the relationships between death accep-
tance and meaning. Paul Wong’s MMT is a cogent eff ort in this direction, 
one that is in need of further empirical confi rmation. Another option is to 
try to formulate a unifi ed theory. Th e application of SDT to issues of death 
anxiety and death acceptance based on the distinction of two types of goals, 
extrinsic and intrinsic (or two types of meaning), seems to be promising 
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but is also in need of further elaboration and empirical confi rmation. One 
can conclude by saying that any reasonable theory of death attitudes should 
incorporate in it a subtheory of meaning. SDT and MMT are important steps 
in this direction.
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Existential Well-Being and Health
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Among the profoundly signifi cant messages of Man’s Search for Meaning 
(Frankl, 1946/1992) was the observation that those individuals who main-
tained a sense that life had meaning and purpose, even amid the horrors of 
a Nazi concentration camp, survived longer. As a physician, Frankl refl ected 
on this idea in terms of the workings of the body’s biological systems and, in 
particular, immune processes. In this chapter, scientifi c evidence suggesting 
that possessing a strong existential well-being is, in fact, accompanied by (and 
possibly promotes) better biological regulation and better health is examined. 
Th is agenda, for which emerging empirical fi ndings are preliminary and par-
tial at best, converges with eff orts to foster a perspective on “positive health” 
that is fundamentally concerned with explicating the physiological substrates 
of human fl ourishing (Ryff  & Singer, 1998). Th us, rather than defi ne human 
health as the absence of illness, the positive-health approach begins with the 
presence of wellness and then probes the neural circuitry and biological pro-
cesses that underlie it. Probing the inner workings between well-being, the 
brain, and biology is the essential quest for understanding positive health. 

Ten years ago, much of what was offered on this agenda was a prom-
issory note. In the intervening period, considerable research has been 
 generated by a wide group of investigators, research that shows possible 
health benefits of multiple aspects of well-being. In what follows, I first 
brief ly describe meanings of well-being, noting distinctions between 
approaches that are more strongly rooted in existential thinking from 
those derived from other perspectives. Then I review the emergent evi-
dence linking these differing aspects of well-being to diverse biological 
markers and select assessments of neural circuitry. Bringing life challenge 
into the formulation, I then summarize the growing evidence that under 
conditions of adversity, some individuals maintain a strong sense that 
life is meaningful and worth living and, indeed, grow from the experi-
ence. I then probe more deeply to examine whether possessing such a life 
outlook affords protection against biological risk. Throughout this sec-
tion, I emphasize future research directions needed to advance scientific 



234 • Th e Human Quest for Meaning

understanding of how well-being, particularly its existential varieties, 
promotes better biological regulation and hence health. The potential of 
interventions to promote  purposeful engagement and self-realization is 
also part of this future vision.

Varieties of Well-Being: Existential and Otherwise

Numerous prior publications (Diener, 1984; Diener, Suh, Lucas, & Smith, 
1999; Kahneman, Diener, & Schwarz, 1999; Keyes, Shmotkin, & Ryff , 2002; 
Ryan & Deci, 2001; Ryan, Huta, & Deci, 2008; Ryff , 1989; Ryff  & Keyes, 1995; 
Ryff  & Singer, 2008) have delineated the various meanings of human well-
being, oft en by examining distant philosophical foundations and then linking 
them to current empirical indicators. I briefl y highlight this large literature 
with the aim of distinguishing between aspects of well-being that are derived 
from existential and humanistic conceptions of the human condition, com-
pared with those concerned, not so much with how the external world and its 
challenges are engaged but with how one feels subjectively, particularly about 
happiness and contentment in life.

Beginning with the latter, interest in feeling good can be traced philosophi-
cally to writings of early Greeks, such as Epicurus, who believed that life’s 
primary purpose was to attain a happiness and tranquility (O’Connor, 1993). 
Ideas of Epicureanism were closely related to hedonism (also advocated by 
Aristippus), wherein the goal was to maximize pleasure and minimize pain. 
Utilitarian philosophy of the 19th century (exemplifi ed by the writings of 
Hume, Bentham, and Mill) further emphasized the importance of happiness, 
as well as the larger societal goal of maximizing the greatest amount of it for 
the largest number of people (see Rosen, 2003). 

Following in these philosophical traditions, national survey studies, which 
became prominent in the United States in the 1960s, put forth key empirical 
indicators of life quality that asked respondents about their happiness and 
life satisfaction (Bradburn, 1969; Cantril, 1965; Gurin, Veroff , & Feld, 1960). 
Decades of survey research followed (e.g., Andrews & Withey, 1976; Bryant & 
Veroff , 1982; Campbell, Converse, & Rodgers, 1976). Building on this founda-
tion, “subjective well-being” emerged as a key variable in mainstream psy-
chology (Diener et al., 1999; Kahneman et al., 1999). Collectively, this line of 
inquiry advanced the importance of well-being, defi ned as happiness and life 
satisfaction and, among other things, began identifying the factors that infl u-
ence, or follow from, such subjective feelings. 

An alternative view of human well-being, also traceable to the ancient 
Greeks, was concerned with “eudaimonia,” as written about by Aristotle 
(1925, trans.) in the Nichomachean Ethics (350 bc; see Ryff  & Singer, 2008). 
Concerned with ethical guidelines for how to live, Aristotle began with the 
fundamental question “What is the highest of all goods achievable by human 
action?” His fi rst answer is that it was not amusement, nor relaxation, nor 
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satisfying appetites, nor money making, nor political power. In fact, he 
likened the pursuit of contentment to a life “suitable to beasts.” Rather, he 
asserted that the highest human good was “activity of the soul in accordance 
with virtue.” By this he meant achieving the best that is in us, each accord-
ing to personal disposition and talent. Th us, growth toward one’s true or 
best nature was the essence of eudaimonism for Aristotle and was exempli-
fi ed by two prominent Greek imperatives—know thyself and become what 
you are (see also Norton, 1976, for a comprehensive distillation of Hellenic 
eudaimonism).

Striving to realize one’s true potential reappeared centuries later in for-
mulations of humanistic psychology that also put a premium on the growth 
and self-realization of the individual (Allport, 1961; Maslow, 1968; Rogers, 
1962; Ryan & Deci, 2001). Existential psychology, in contrast, drew on some-
what diff erent philosophical foundations (e.g., Kirkegaard, Nietzsche, Sartre, 
Camus), which were less upbeat in tone and instead emphasized the human 
struggle to fi nd meaning in a world that was meaningless, absurd, or even 
horrifi c (e.g., Frankl, 1946/1992). 

Such distant ideas, along with their early Greek predecessors, also infl u-
enced empirical studies of well-being in the current era. For example, research 
on self-determination theory is consistent with a eudaimonic approach in 
emphasizing the pursuit of intrinsic goals, behaving autonomously, and acting 
with awareness (Ryan, Huta, & Deci, 2008). Shmotkin and Shrira (Chapter 7, 
this volume) embrace both hedonic (subjective well-being) and eudaimonic 
(meaning-in-life) approaches, arguing that each off ers important insight for 
how one deals with a hostile world. Specifi cally, in dealing with the adverse 
contingencies of life, subjective well-being facilitates regulatory processes that 
make things manageable, while meaning in life facilitates reconstructive pro-
cesses that make things interpretable.

My formulation of psychological well-being (Ryff , 1989; Ryff  & Singer, 
2008) draws on the aforementioned eudaimonic perspective as well as later 
humanistic and existential views to articulate multiple aspects of well-being, 
which are subsequently linked to biological processes and health. Six distinct 
dimensions have been the focus of inquiry: autonomy, which emphasizes the 
individual’s capacity to be self-determining and independent, even if it means 
going against conventional wisdom; environmental mastery, which refers to 
the capacity to manage everyday life and create a surrounding context that 
fi ts with personal needs and values; personal growth, which involves seeing 
oneself as developing through time and thereby realizing personal potential; 
positive relations with others, which pertains to interpersonal well-being, that 
is, having close, satisfying ties to others; purpose in life, wherein one has a 
sense of direction in life and sees meaning in one’s present and past life; and 
self-acceptance, which involves positive self-regard that includes awareness of 
both personal strengths and limitations. 
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Th ese six dimensions and their theoretical underpinnings have been exten-
sively detailed elsewhere (Ryff  & Singer, 2008). Suffi  ce it to say, they repre-
sent points of convergence in many prior formulations of positive human 
functioning, including humanistic and existential formulations, along with 
other perspectives from life-span developmental psychology (Bühler, 1935; 
Bühler & Massarik, 1968; Erikson, 1959; Neugarten, 1968, 1973) and clinical 
psychology (Jahoda, 1958; Jung, 1933). Some dimensions are obviously exis-
tential, such as purpose in life and personal growth, although maintaining a 
sense of mastery vis-à-vis a diffi  cult world or feeling autonomous in the face 
of outside pressures also exemplify well-being vis-à-vis the exigencies of daily 
life. Similarly, the capacity to nurture strong relationships with others and 
a positive view of oneself also constitute eff ortful accomplishments. Th us, 
striving and honing strengths in the face of challenge is a recurrent theme of 
eudaimonic well-being (see also Ryff  & Singer, 2003). It is worth noting that 
Bertrand Russell made the same point about hedonic well-being—namely, it 
is something for which one must strive and work hard, hence his title Th e 
Conquest of Happiness (1930/1958).

Whatever approach to well-being one adopts as a guide for scientifi c research 
or a philosophy by which to live, a relevant question is whether those who 
possess such qualities of well-being (hedonic, eudaimonic, or both), derive 
health benefi ts from their subjective experience. Th e extent to which well-being 
is salubrious (i.e., health promoting) is the question to which I now turn. 

Well-Being and Biology: Th e Positive Health Agenda

Four topics are covered in this section. Th e fi rst summarizes evidence link-
ing positive aff ect (closely linked to the foregoing formulation of hedonic 
well-being) to health, including morbidity, mortality, symptoms, and various 
biomarkers. Th e second describes recent fi ndings linking various aspects of 
eudaimonic well-being to diverse biological systems. Th e third examines link-
ages between well-being and brain assessments. Th e fi nal section examines 
well-being as a possible moderator (compensatory or buff ering infl uence) of 
adverse experience on health. Most scientifi c evidence to date is correlational 
in nature, although some studies have used laboratory mood inductions and 
others have employed longitudinal designs to off er refi nements in under-
standing causal directionality.

A recent review (Pressman & Cohen, 2005) summarized evidence showing 
that high positive aff ect (measured in terms of general feelings of happiness, 
joy, contentment, excitement, and enthusiasm) is linked with lower morbid-
ity and increased longevity as well as reduced health symptoms and pain. 
Physiological correlates were also examined in experimental studies where 
positive aff ect was induced as well as in naturalistic studies. Health-protective 
responses were more evident in the latter. For example, positive emotional 
style (e.g., calm, happiness, vigor) over one month was associated with better 
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endocrine function, showing lower levels of cortisol, epinephrine, and nor-
epinephrine (Cohen, Doyle, Turner, Alper, & Skoner, 2003; Polk, Cohen, & 
Doyle, 2005). With regard to immune measures, higher trait positive aff ect 
was also linked with higher levels of antibody production (Marsland, Cohen, 
Rabin, & Manuck, 2006), and positive emotional style was found to predict 
resistance to illness aft er experimental exposure to rhinovirus or infl uenza A 
virus (Cohen, Alpen, Doyle, Treanor, & Turner, 2006). Steptoe and colleagues 
(Steptoe, Gibson, Hamer, & Wardle, 2006; Steptoe, Wardle, & Marmot, 2005) 
also found that positive aff ect, assessed by aggregating momentary experi-
ences of happiness over a working day, was inversely related to cortisol output 
and heart rate. When exposed to mental stress in the laboratory, happier indi-
viduals were also found to have lower infl ammatory response (plasma fi brino-
gen) and lower blood pressure. 

Research on eudaimonic well-being and biology has also emerged in recent 
years. Older women with higher levels of purpose in life, personal growth, 
and positive relations with others showed lower cardiovascular risk (lower 
glycosylated hemoglobin, lower weight, lower waist–hip ratios, higher “good” 
HDL cholesterol) and better neuroendocrine regulation (lower salivary cor-
tisol throughout the day; Ryff  et al., 2006; Ryff , Singer, & Love, 2004). Th e 
link between lower cortisol and eudaimonic well-being was also evident in 
a Swedish study (Lindfors & Lundberg, 2002). With regard to infl ammatory 
factors, those individuals with higher levels of interpersonal well-being (posi-
tive relations with others) and purpose in life were shown to have lower levels 
of interleukin-6 (IL-6) and its soluble receptor (sIL-6r) (Friedman, Hayney, 
Love, Singer, & Ryff , 2007; Friedman et al., 2005). Th e link between relational 
well-being and better biological regulation converges with growing evidence 
that quality ties to signifi cant others and related emotions are prominent in 
understanding variations in health (Ryff  & Singer, 2000, 2001).

Psychological well-being has also been connected to research on the brain 
and, more specifi cally, research on aff ective neuroscience (Davidson, 2003, 
2004). Well-being has been linked with asymmetric activation of the prefron-
tal cortex, for example, with greater left  than right prefrontal activation asso-
ciated with higher levels of both hedonic and eudaimonic well-being (Urry 
et al., 2004). Only eudaimonic well-being, however, revealed a link to EEG 
asymmetry that persisted aft er adjusting for hedonic well-being. Th e hedonic 
link, in contrast, was no longer evident aft er adjusting for eudaimonic well-
being. Using functional magnetic resonance imaging, van Reekum et al. (2007) 
further documented that those with higher eudaimonic well-being had slower 
response to aversive stimuli and reduced amygdala activation as well as greater 
activation of the ventral anterior cingulate cortex. Th e latter possibly helps 
explain what parts of the brain are recruited to minimize the impact of nega-
tive stimuli, thereby constituting beginning strides in delineating mechanistic 
underpinnings of well-being.
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Growing interest has been shown in how well-being possibly serves as a 
moderating infl uence—that is, providing a buff er or protective factor against 
the negative eff ects of adverse experience on biology and health. Such inqui-
ries build on prior work pointing to the importance of optimism, hope, and 
positive expectations in the face of health challenges (Leedham, Meyerowitz, 
Muirhead, & Frist, 1995; Scheier & Carver, 1992; Taylor, Kemeny, Reed, 
Bower,  & Gruenewald, 2000). Indeed, unrealistic optimism about health 
predicted longer survival among HIV-positive men (Reed, Kemeny, Taylor, 
Wang, & Visscher, 1994). At the level of biological processes, our work has 
shown that older women with poor sleep effi  ciency (i.e., defi ned as time asleep 
divided by time in bed) had higher levels of IL-6 (Friedman et al., 2005). 
However, if they had the compensating infl uence of good social relationships, 
their levels of IL-6 were comparable to those individuals with high sleep effi  -
ciency. We also found that those with poor social relationships had lower IL-6 
if they have the compensating benefi ts of good sleep, suggesting that each 
variable might serve to protect against low levels of the other.

In predicting glycosylated hemoglobin (also known as HbAlc), which is 
a marker of glycemic control pertinent to diabetes and cardiovascular dis-
ease, we also found that older women with lower levels of income showed 
greater increments in HbAlc across time (Tsenkova, Love, Singer, & Ryff , 
2007) aft er controlling for sociodemographic and health factors. Th ese eff ects 
were, however, moderated by purpose in life, personal growth, and positive 
aff ect. Th e pattern of eff ects underscored amplifi cation of the negative: Th at 
is, those individuals showing the greatest cross-time negative increments in 
HbAlc had the combined disadvantage of low income and low well-being. It is 
important to note that for those subjects with high well-being, levels of HbAlc 
did not diff er depending on economic status. In a related study, we have also 
documented that low positive aff ect also magnifi es the negative eff ect of low 
problem-focused coping on cross-time levels of HbAlc (Tsenkova, Dienberg 
Love, Singer, & Ryff , 2008). 

Th ese examples underscore the ways in which well-being, by its presence, 
might serve to ameliorate the adverse eff ects of other factors on biology or 
might, by its absence, serve to exacerbate the negative eff ects of adverse expe-
rience on biology. Such questions point toward studies of the organism under 
challenge. Th is perspective invokes a much larger literature to which I now 
turn. Fewer of these studies are explicitly concerned with biology, but they 
point to promising directions for such inquiry. 

Resilience in the Face of Adversity, 
Biological Underpinnings, and Interventions

Our previous work briefl y noted the topic of resilience, which we have defi ned 
as the capacity to maintain (or regain) high well-being in the face of adversity 
(Ryff , Singer, Love, & Essex, 1998). Extensive literatures now address resilience 
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in children, in the face of poverty or parental psychopathology, as well as 
resilience in later life, amid health challenges and loss of roles and signifi cant 
others (Luthar, Cicchetti, & Becker, 2000; Masten, 1999; Ryff  & Singer, 2002; 
Staudinger, Marsiske, & Baltes, 1995). A related literature addresses posttrau-
matic growth (Tedeschi et al., 1998) and underscores possible gains in self-
perceptions, ties to others, and life philosophies that follow in the aft ermath 
of trauma. 

Our studies have focused on such diverse challenges as caregiving, com-
munity relocation, living with chronic health conditions, living with an alco-
holic parent or spouse, and experiencing major depression (Heidrich & Ryff , 
1993; Kling, Seltzer, & Ryff , 1997; Kwan, Love, Ryff , & Essex, 2003; Singer, 
Ryff , Carr,  & Magee, 1998). Across all these, the evidence documents that 
some individuals are able to maintain, or regain, high levels of eudaimonic 
well-being as they negotiate such challenges. Similarly, in the context of the 
large literature on social inequalities in health (Adler, Marmot, McEwen, & 
Stewart, 1999), we have also shown that many such socioeconomically dis-
advantaged individuals nonetheless have high well-being (Markus, Ryff , 
Curhan, & Palmersheim, 2004). Further, despite the realities of racism, we 
have documented that many minority respondents have notably high eudai-
monic well-being relative to their majority counterparts (Ryff , Keyes, & 
Hughes, 2003). Whether this kind of well-being in the face of challenge—the 
essence of  resilience—is  benefi cial for biological regulation and health is less 
understood, although we have demonstrated that among men and women 
with persistently low economic standing from childhood to adulthood, those 
who had persistently high positive social relationships with signifi cant others 
were less likely to have high allostatic load (a multisystem summary index 
of biological risk) in midlife compared to those who were both economi-
cally and psychosocially disadvantaged across time (Singer & Ryff , 1999). 
Understanding brain and biological processes that underlie such positive 
functioning in the face of challenge is the larger scientifi c frontier to which I 
now turn. 

Charney (2004) has elaborated numerous possible mechanisms of resilience 
at psychobiological levels. Specifi cally, he delineates eleven neuro chemical 
response patterns to acute stress involving cortisol, dehydroepiandros-
terone (DHEA), corticotrophin-releasing hormone (CRH), locus coeruleus- 
norepinephrine system, neuropeptide Y, galanin, dopamine, serotonin 
(5-HT), benzodiazepine receptors, testosterone, and estrogen. Although many 
of these have been previously associated with psychopathology, Charney 
connects them to neural mechanisms of reward and motivation processes 
(hedonia, optimism, and learned helplessness), fear responsiveness (eff ective 
behaviors despite fear), and adaptive social behavior (altruism, bonding, and 
teamwork)—all relevant characteristics of resilience and hence valuable tar-
gets for future inquiry. 
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Dienstbier’s (1989) formulation of “physiological toughness” is also relevant 
for understanding, at a mechanistic level, a pattern of arousal that works in 
combination with eff ective psychological coping to comprise positive physio-
logical reactivity. Such toughness is characterized by low sympathetic nervous 
system (SNS) arousal base rates combined with strong, challenge-induced 
SNS-adrenal-medullary arousal, with resistance to brain catecholamine 
depletion and suppression of pituitary adrenal-cortical responses. Probing 
the connections between these patterns and related psychosocial strengths in 
the face of challenge is a much needed direction in the neurobiology of resil-
ience. I note, however, that one of the key diffi  culties in studying the biology 
of resilience is that most biomarker data collection takes place aft er a chal-
lenge occurs. Without baseline prior assessments it is diffi  cult to say, from the 
perspective of biological systems, exactly what are the indicators of resilience. 

A notable exception is a study of U.S. Special Forces and Navy Seals in train-
ing who undergo severe stressful challenges (National Center for PTSD, 2005). 
Th ese individuals are selected for special training and could be expected to 
show high levels of resilience. In a training session involving mock prisoner-
of-war camp settings and accompanying psychological and physical stress-
ors, biomarkers were collected (pre-, during-, and postchallenge). During the 
initial interrogation phase, cortisol, norepinephrine, and neuropeptide Y lev-
els were found to substantially increase. Neuropeptide Y has been found in 
animal challenge studies to counteract the eff ects of norepinephrine, thereby 
restoring the animal to prechallenge levels. A sustained neuropeptide Y 
response relative to norepinephrine was seen in both the U.S. Special Forces 
and Navy Seals in the prisoner-of-war camp study, thereby leading to a return, 
postchallenge, of norepinephrine to the prechallenge levels. A further inter-
action showed a high and sustained DHEA response relative to the cortisol 
response. Th is resulted in a high DHEA-to-cortisol ratio, which pointed to the 
capacity of DHEA to counteract the cortisol elevations in the face of a highly 
stressful challenge. 

Th e foregoing biological responses are suggestive of what could be hypoth-
esized to characterize resilient individuals who do well in the face of many 
forms of challenge. Identifying these biological responses does not by itself, 
however, provide linkage to the well-being characteristics of resilient persons. 
Moving in this direction, the study of U.S. Special Forces and Navy Seals was 
supplemented by a study of 750 Vietnam War veterans who were prisoners of 
war and did not develop posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) or depression 
(National Center for PTSD, 2005). Th is inquiry contained extensive psycho-
logical assessments. Ten critical elements characterized these resilient veter-
ans: (a) optimism, (b) altruism, (c) having a set of moral beliefs that could not 
easily be changed, (d) faith and spirituality, (e) a sense of humor, (f) having 
a role model as a basis for drawing strength, (g) having social supports from 
family or close friends in the period following release from prison, (h)  an 
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ability to face fear, (i) having a sense of purpose and meaning in life, and 
(j) having had training to develop resilience by meeting and overcoming chal-
lenges. Th us, the combined story is that of linkages between successful adap-
tation to stressful challenge, related biological substrates, and psychological 
characteristics refl ective of existential well-being, as emphasized throughout 
this chapter. 

Turning to the question of interventions, a key question is whether well-
being can be promoted and enhanced, particularly among those individu-
als who do not naturally possess such life outlooks. Here I note the literature 
on prevention of relapse among people who suff er from recurrent depres-
sion or anxiety disorders. Th is is the work of Fava and colleagues (Fava, 
1996; Fava, Rafanelli, Grandi, Conti, & Belluardo, 1998; Fava & Ruini, 2003), 
which involves “well-being therapy” based on connections to the previously 
described formulation of eudaimonic well-being. Th e goal of the therapist is 
to lead the patient from an impaired to a high level on the six dimensions 
of psychological well-being (i.e., autonomy, environmental mastery, personal 
growth, positive relations with others, purpose in life, and self-acceptance). 

Th e therapy itself consists of a short-term protocol that extends over eight 
sessions, which may take place every week or every other week. Th e duration 
of each session may range from 30 to 50 minutes. Th e technique emphasizes 
self-observation, by means of keeping a structured daily diary, and interaction 
between patient and therapist about the diary entries. Sessions are in three 
phases: First is an initial phase focused on identifying, from daily experi-
ence, episodes of positive well-being and setting them in a situational context, 
no matter how short lived they were. Next are intermediate sessions, where 
the patient is encouraged to identify thoughts and beliefs leading to prema-
ture interruption of well-being. In contrast to standard cognitive-behavioral 
therapy, the trigger for self-observation in well-being therapy is the client’s 
positive feelings and experiences instead of the distress. Final sessions allow 
monitoring of the course of episodes of well-being, which in turn allows the 
therapist to realize specifi c impairments in well-being dimensions and pay 
particular attention to them. 

Fava et al. (2006) carried out an assessment of well-being therapy in a ran-
domized trial of 40 patients with recurrent depression who had previously 
been treated with antidepressant drugs. Patients were randomly assigned to 
either cognitive-behavioral treatment of residual symptoms supplemented 
by well-being therapy and lifestyle modifi cation or clinical management. 
In both groups, antidepressant drugs were tapered or discontinued. A six-year 
follow-up was undertaken. During this period no antidepressant drugs were 
used unless a relapse occurred. Cognitive behavioral therapy supplemented 
with well-being therapy and lifestyle modifi cation resulted in a signifi cantly 
lower relapse rate (40%) aft er six years than did the clinical-management 
group (90%). 
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Th is trial requires replication on a larger sample. However, the results sug-
gest that the sequential use of cognitive-behavioral therapy, supplemented by 
well-being therapy and lifestyle modifi cation aft er pharmacological cother-
apy may improve the long-term outcome among those suff ering from recur-
rent major depression. Th e question that arises, pertinent to neurobiology, is 
what does well-being therapy do to the brain? For this, I note evidence on 
structural plasticity in the brain, referred to as remodeling of dendrites in 
the hippocampus, which is at present investigated only in animal studies. In 
rats, cognitive-restraint stress (CRS) causes retraction and simplifi cation of 
dendrites in the CA3 region of the hippocampus, a process which is reversible 
(McEwen, 1999). Well-being therapy could possibly promote such reversals 
in persons who would otherwise be prone to recurrent depression. In rats, 
a reduction in richness of dendrites in the hippocampus is reversible if CRS 
is terminated at the end of three weeks (McEwen, 2005). A human analogue 
might be that early application of well-being therapy following eff ective phar-
macological treatment and staged withdrawal may stimulate enrichment of 
dendritic networks. Th e tentative nature of this proposal is obvious, given the 
need for noninvasive studies in humans that demonstrate dendrite remodel-
ing, an agenda for which the requisite technology remains to be developed. 
Th us, the full scope of scientifi c linkages suggested here is well down the road, 
although I am encouraged by the pace of empirical advances occurring over 
the past decade. To reiterate the opening observations—when I wrote this 
chapter ten years ago, there was essentially no literature on the neurobiology 
of well-being or resilience. 

Summary 

Th e objective of this chapter has been to distill current approaches to the study 
of human well-being and explicate their linkages to biology for the purpose 
of probing whether having high existential or hedonic well-being promotes 
better health. Although much of the evidence is correlational in nature, mak-
ing it diffi  cult to discern causal directionality, a growing body of research 
documents that higher well-being is linked with lower stress hormones, lower 
infl ammatory response, better immune function, and lower cardiovascular 
risk. How well-being is instantiated in neural circuitry is also under inves-
tigation, with recent fi ndings suggesting possible mechanisms whereby cer-
tain parts of the brain serve to reduce activation of other structures when the 
organism is confronted with negative stimuli. 

Th e growing literature on resilience sharpens the foregoing inquiries by 
bringing challenge and adversity into the scientifi c formulation. Th us, it is 
well-being in the face of life’s diffi  culties that is the essential scientifi c focus. 
Th is was, of course, the starting point for Frankl’s (1946/1992) seminal work. 
His observations about those who prevail and, indeed, survive in contexts of 
overwhelming trauma remain a persistent focus of scientifi c inquiry. More 
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than a half century later, much more is known about characteristics of indi-
viduals who are resilient in the confrontation of chronic and acute life chal-
lenges, as well as about individuals who, in fact, grow and are strengthened 
in the wake of adverse experience. Fortunately, individuals with expertise in 
complex biological systems and neuroscience now also enter into these inves-
tigations, such that underlying mechanistic processes (e.g., how certain neu-
rochemical factors modulate or off set the negative infl uence of others) are now 
coming into focus. Th us, the time is auspicious for pushing forward the fron-
tiers of existential well-being and health.

Perhaps most important, studies are emerging that suggest well-being itself 
can be promoted and advanced, including among those people who least fre-
quently experience it. Th us, the scientifi c agenda described herein is broad 
in scope and comes with intriguing possibilities for improving the human 
 condition—both as it is subjectively experienced and as it is internally pro-
cessed by the brain and the body.
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Th e quest for happiness has always been a central topic in the Buddhist tradi-
tion since its inception some 2,600 years ago. As expounded by the histori-
cal Buddha in his way, known as Dharma, the focus is on practical methods 
to liberate human beings from emotional suff ering as imposed by existential 
misery as a result of “the slings and arrows of outrageous misfortune.” Th e 
Buddha provided his students with a number of meditation practices enabling 
freedom from attachments through modifying activities, which meaningful 
intentional activity, or Karma, one is not always aware of. Most notable and 
currently well known is the technique of mindfulness meditation, meant to 
awaken the mind, thereby enabling the individual to become aware of the 
Dependent Origination of correlated fl uctuations of what the Buddha sum-
marized as Body/Speech/Mind phenomena (thus spelled to communicate the 
wholeness of the referents to which the concept alludes). Functionally inter-
linked, they manifest as feeling, thought, and action on the intrapersonal level 
and in Relational Interbeing (elaborated later) on the interpersonal level. Th e 
essence of mindfulness is not to prescribe morality but to train introspec-
tion, that is, to observe and describe preconceptual experience (i.e., before a 
conceptual subject–object dualistic division sets in), in order to be aware of 
Dependent Origination and Karma, whose daily rebirths depend on a willy-
nilly choosing and interpersonal relating. 

Th e pinnacle of the Buddha’s training method is to instill the embodied 
social practices of loving kindness (or warm friendliness), empathic compas-
sion (which is not pity), and shared joy (which is not laughing at someone). 
Th ese practices come to maturity in equanimity or even-minded balance 
(which is not indiff erence) through meditation in action (which is not navel 
staring). Th ese practices have the potential to provide sustainable happi-
ness, a graceful, blissful happiness of being at ease within oneself and with 
signifi cant others despite existential suff ering. Th us, from a Buddhist point 
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of view, meaning is derived from warm friendliness, compassionate caring, 
and harmonious relationships in balance with oneself in order to eventually 
secure everyone’s enjoyment of a relative sane and happy life on the planet. 
Th is Buddhist variant of positive psychology is based on the ubiquitous prin-
ciple of Dependent Origination, which accommodates the negative in life by 
discarding as a pseudo issue the dichotomy of positive versus negative values. 
Balancing the yin-and-yang, Buddhist psychology off ers within its scope the 
idea that happiness is a relative quality that codependently originates with 
unhappiness and that therefore it cannot possibly exist in an absolute sense 
or in isolation. 

In striving to cater to the masses, pious and “sky-god” devotional habits and 
rituals have crept into the pristine Dharma, which began as a nontheistic disci-
pline declaring that the existence or nonexistence of a god is anathema. Th us, 
when the Dharma was encountered and thoroughly studied by Western schol-
ars in the 19th century, it was categorized in Western terminology and inferred 
as a religion and a metaphysical philosophy; whereas in today’s terminology, 
it can also be classifi ed, and more appropriately so, as an applied psychology. 
Buddhist psychology matches best with relatively sane people seeking wisdom 
who, in the absence of severe psychopathology, advertently wish to deal with 
existential neurosis, which is a type of emotional suff ering resulting from the 
adversities of life itself (e.g., illness, aging, death, and birth). Th e fi rst to rec-
ognize that the Dharma is a secular psychology was C. Rhys Davids (1900), 
who wrote on Buddhist psychology based on a Pali scriptural text, a small part 
of the higher teachings known as the Abhidhamma, the third canonical book 
written by numerous anonymous scholars post the Buddha until the fi ft h cen-
tury. Since then the Dharma is also viewed as a psychology; however, until 
today only by a minority. Recently Buddhist psychology came out of this fringe 
position to become accepted by mainstream psychologists (e.g., Gyatso & Beck, 
2006; Kwee & Ellis, 1997; Kwee, Gergen, & Koshikawa, 2006). 

Th e present account reformulates the Dharma as a 21st-century New 
Buddhist Psychology. Going beyond the psychology of the Abhidhamma, this 
new Buddhism is a social, clinical, and neuropsychology based on a social 
constructionist view of the Dharma that reconstitutes the mind as a manifes-
tation of relationships. In the framework of a Relational Buddhism, it empha-
sizes the empty nature of Transcendental Truth and expounds Relational 
Interbeing, which corroborates the Buddhist not-self. Grounded in an under-
standing that relational processes stand prior to the very concept of the indi-
vidual, the psychology of social construction turns out to concur with the 
Dharma. In developing a relational account of human activity, this chapter 
provides tools to redefi ne and re-vision ingrained religious and metaphysical 
views of the Dharma. (Extended accounts can be found in Kwee, 2008; Kwee & 
Kwee-Taams, 2006a, 2006b; the main tenets in this chapter are derived from 
Kwee, 2010). 
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Dharma and Psychology 
From a Buddhist perspective, the greatest progress in psychology as a science 
is the unveiling of illusions blurring our daily lives. Illusions are ubiquitous, 
part of human nature, and mostly beyond our control. Well known are the 
various optical illusions (e.g., Müller-Lyer, 1894). At this point in evolution, 
self-deception is inherent in the human condition as a result of our lim-
ited and sometimes defi cient mental apparatus. For instance, healthy people 
tend to underestimate the likelihood for future injury or illness that runs 
counter to the known statistics (unrealistic optimism), whereas depressed 
individuals seem to have a more realistic outlook toward risks (realistic pes-
simism). Generally, one is biased to becoming truncated by the positive illu-
sion of optimism, which is not disadvantageous per se: Viewing oneself in a 
favorable manner is a sign of well-being (Taylor, 1989).

A traditional understanding of positivity—that is, a dual or polar under-
standing of what is positive—is that it coexists with negativity like the fl ip 
side of one coin (P. T. P. Wong, personal communication). However, what is 
considered to be positive or negative is, on deeper refl ection, far from static. 
As one man’s meat could be another man’s poison, for example, for what is 
positive depends on the dynamics of relativity. Th us, positivity as a dualistic 
construction is an illusion. Existing by the grace of negativity, positivity is an 
abstraction that is personal, relative, and seemingly irreducible to neurology. 
To avoid an illusory positive, a Buddhist view proposes to “see things as they 
become,” a seeing that strips off  all illusions, including I, me, and mine self-
identifi cations considered to be false. Less known but probably having a big 
impact on our trade is that the Dharma views “true self” as an illusion. Such 
self has to be unmasked to make a science of Buddhist psychology possible at 
all. Peeling away the “false self” layer by layer by digging into it deeper and 
deeper and putting aside conditionings and instincts, both Buddhist psychol-
ogy and mainstream psychology could not fi nd a nucleus or essence of a true 
self. Brain research fails to detect a CEO mastermind or some homunculus 
(Feinberg, 2000). Even though thought and aff ect have their equivalents in 
functional hard-wired processes in diversely activated and widely distributed 
areas of the brain, there is nobody and nothing of a static substance inside 
behind our eyeballs. It is therefore appropriate to say “it senses, feels, thinks, 
behaves,” and so on, similar to “it rains,” as advised in mindful awareness 
meditation. Th e fruit of mindfulness is the ability to see penetratingly and 
understand thoroughly that emptiness is in the core of true self. Th is ability 
is called an awakening to Buddhahood. Awakening is fostered by cultivat-
ing “pure” perception, which precedes “intuitive” perception and “reasoned” 
perception. It was in the interface of the latter two types of perception that 
Kahneman (2003) conducted his cognitive-behavioral research on decision 
making, for which he was awarded a joint Nobel Prize in Economics.
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Buddhist psychology makes a distinction between a relative and an ulti-
mate level of reality. Th e existence of a relative or “provisional” self as an 
abstract construction is not denied; neither is the referential use of the term 
self incorrect (as in myself or oneself). Th e Buddha used the metaphor of the 
lute to elucidate self ’s emptiness. Music can be produced only by the unique 
combination of its constituents, the strings, box, and bow. Th us, the whole 
is more than the sum of its parts. In the same vein, a mind deconstructed in 
its modalities (i.e., feeling, thinking, doing) disintegrates like a decomposed 
body. It is like a chariot that is nothing but a temporary assemblage of its con-
stituent components. Where does inherent essence or quality reside if a bike is 
torn apart in its 10,000 pieces? Such is also the fate of a self that is composed 
of modalities when deconstructed. Emptiness is what ultimately underlies the 
illusion of self where one’s identifi cations with a name, birthday, or passport 
provide the magic of solid continuity where there is none. To contend the ulti-
mate, the Buddha expounded the wisdom of the “Th ree Empirical Marks of 
Existence” (Kwee, 2003): 

 1. Th e world is in a fl ux of impermanence whereby nothing remains the 
same; thus the true nature of things is empty.

 2. Constituting Body/Speech/Mind, the self—existing in imperma-
nence—lacks inherent existence and is thus also empty.

 3. Because of craving for permanence and perfection and the con-
comitant behaviors of grasping and clinging, existential neurosis 
emanates. 

Th e Buddha started his quest by deeply empathizing with existential suf-
fering and its causes, contended that they can cease, discovered how to cease 
painful emotions, and pointed on top at the cultivation of what is known as 
the prime Buddhist values: genuine kindness, compassion, and joy. Whereas 
positive psychology seeks happiness by living a hedonic, engaged, and mean-
ingful life, a Buddhist perspective adds something more; Kwee (1990) submit-
ted what has become a foundational tenet of positive psychology: 

Up until now, psychological interventions and psychotherapy were 
mainly directed at eliminating negative conditions rather than promot-
ing positive experiences, let alone spirituality. If psychology wishes to 
prevent and treat disease eff ectively, it will be necessary to develop new 
methods and instruments. (pp. 14–15)

Buddhist psychology thus preceded positive psychology in making the shift  
from negativity, or being problem-centered and working to repairing dam-
age, toward positivity, emphasizing appreciation and enlarging assets through 
meditation in action.

Research in positive psychology pointed out that the eudaimonic life, that 
is, one that is engaged and meaningful, is signifi cantly satisfying (p < 0.001; 
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Seligman, 2004); whereas the hedonic life is only marginally satisfying. 
Hedonic pleasures—ecstasy, rapture, orgasm, thrills, and the like—habituate 
like chocolate. Joy ensued from winning a lottery does not warrant lasting hap-
piness. Prolongation of happiness requires not only dishabituation and ampli-
fi cation by skillfully spacing, varying, and savoring but also mindfulness. Th e 
inclusion of the latter is not surprising considering its favorable outcome (e.g., 
Baer, 2003; Grossman, Niemann, Schmidt, & Walach, 2004; Shigaki, Glass, & 
Schopp, 2006; Toneatto & Nguyen, 2007). From a Buddhist perspective, the 
Disney-like pleasure of raw feeling (momentary thrills) is relative and to be 
enjoyed but not grasped or clung to. If the temporariness and inherent lack of 
satisfaction of hedonism are not understood, craving and greed are its con-
sequences. Th ese are hindrances in striving toward the authentic happiness 
that will naturally appear if one is truly liberated from hoarding and attach-
ment. Contentment, the middle ground between joy and sorrow, refl ects the 
Buddhist way of life that concurs with “chaironic happiness,” a term coined 
by Wong (http://www.meaning.ca), which, in contrast to hedonic and eudai-
monic happiness, is not related to positive events or personal virtue but refers 
to happiness amid adversities. 

Th e Buddha: A Psychologist?

Needless to say, “psychology” and “psychologist” were concepts that did not 
exist in the Buddha’s time. Psychology as a science emerged out of religion and 
philosophy and is based on Descartes’ 17th-century artifi cial split of mind and 
body. Th is discipline formally started in 1879, when Wundt opened the fi rst 
psychological laboratory in Germany. Th ere is an interesting analogy with the 
present status of the Dharma, which even today is usually regarded only as a 
religion and a metaphysical philosophy or, at best, as a philosophical psychol-
ogy, whereas it might better be inferred as a combined applied social, clini-
cal, and neuropsychology. At this juncture in history, we are on the verge of 
transforming the Dharma from Th eravada (the teaching of the Elders, one of 
18 early Buddhist schools extant; practiced in Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia) 
and Mahayana (the “great” vehicle that allowed metaphysics to slip through 
the back door; practiced in the Himalayas and northern Asia), into a Neoyana 
(a term to denote the new vehicle of contemporary psychology) within the 
framework of the Buddha’s “skillful method” (Upayakaushalya), which allows 
the Dharma to adjust itself to changing mentalities across times and cultures. 
Upaya legitimizes the Dharma’s past variegated appearances as a religion and 
as a philosophy as well as its present manifestation as a psychology. Indeed, 
seeds of psychology can be traced in various passages of the Buddha’s dis-
courses (http://www.metta.lk). 

Th e Buddha dealt with self (or rather not-self), which is a core subject 
in psychology. Unlike the proliferation of self psychologies, Buddhist psy-
chology is the only not-self psychology to date. Th is could well become a 

http://www.meaning.ca
http://www.metta.lk
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foundation to establish a unifi ed science of psychology, similar to what has 
been established in the exact sciences, where we fi nd one science of physics, 
chemistry, and biology. As in the “Th ree Empirical Marks of Existence,” the 
Buddha observed that suff ering develops as a result of existence’s pervasive 
impermanence and that the illusion of a perfect self, the I, me, and mine, 
comes about by clinging to a nonfoundational, empty concept. Because 
one’s craving for permanence and grasping for perfection are in vain, the 
Buddhist advice is to detach from an eternal self or soul and to admit a 
self only as a provisional device. Such a relative or empirical self serves a 
practical purpose; it acts as an index in daily life as does, for instance, hav-
ing a name or an ID card. Th e Buddhist awakening implies the in-depth 
understanding that ultimately, there is no self. Whatever one says about an 
identifi ed I, me, mine, or self, it cannot ever be the same in the next moment 
of a fl ux. Self is thus empty and cannot be something else than an airy, rei-
fi ed abstraction that cannot be captured in a nonabiding world. Awakening 
to not-self does not imply that one becomes an out-of-orbit, aimless, and 
vegetating organism without any desires; on the contrary, “empty of self,” 
one preferably leads a life full of aff ect. It is incumbent to admonish prac-
titioners not to confuse their clients, who may be plagued by a distorted 
self-image or self-concept, by focusing on not-self. As exemplifi ed in the 
following anecdote (Kwee & Holdstock, 1996), the Buddha’s life was lived 
conventionally as well: 

Once, the Buddha spent a rainy night in a tavern. Th e inn-keeper was an 
opponent of the Dharma. To test the Buddha he gave him a room with a 
leaking roof. When the Buddha asked for another room, the keeper sar-
castically asked: “How can a little bit of water disturb someone who has 
conquered all suff ering?” Th e Buddha smiled and countered: “Indeed, 
a little water means nothing for someone who has conquered suff ering, 
but if I want to sleep I don’t want to swim.”

Another pointer indicating that the Buddha is a psychologist and that his 
Dharma can be inferred as an applied psychology is the illness metaphor 
in the awareness of the 4-Ennobling Realities: namely, (a) there is suff ering, 
to be understood (diagnosis); (b) suff ering is a consequence of ignorance, 
to be abandoned (cause); (c) there is a way out of suff ering, to be realized 
(prognosis); and (d) this exit comprises an 8-Fold Balanced Practice, to be 
cultivated (therapy). Th is eightfold practice is indicated here as “balanced” 
view, intention, speech, action, living, eff ort, mindfulness, and attention. 
Th e metaphorical illness refers to a dis-ease of the mind rather than to a 
physical disorder, and the cure is not the prescription of medication but 
the practice of meditation in order to act, think, and feel wholesomely 
(Kwee & Holdstock, 1996). Th e prime dis-eases alluded to in the Dharma 
are the three poisons greed, hatred, and ignorance (on the working of the 
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psyche), which are to be dis-solved by increasing the positive qualities of 
kindness, compassion, and joy through daily balanced practice guided by 
a keen teacher. 

Th e Buddha’s holistic notion of Body/Speech/Mind concurs with the view 
of a 21st-century mental health professional who endorses the World Health 
Organization’s defi nition of a human being as a bio-, psycho-, and social sys-
tem (Engel, 1977). Karma (as noted earlier, intentional and meaningful action) 
impacts anyone’s Body/Speech/Mind as cause and as eff ect and requires to be 
dealt with in a “this-worldly” manner. Aft er all, according to the Buddha, “in 
this fathom-long living body with perceptions and thoughts lays the world, 
the arising and cessation of the world” (http://www.metta.lk). Obviously, by 
“the world” is meant not the world out there (in the Buddha’s era of the iron 
age conceived as fl at) or somewhere in the beyond but the world within the 
meditator’s psyche with its data, called dharmas, the smallest units of expe-
rience, which include “perceivables” and “thinkables” continuingly enter-
ing our sense doors. Th ese units are observable in mindfulness meditation. 
Because the Buddha dealt with the psyche and its concomitants, his applied 
psychology will strike the reader as his prime topic. Furthermore, the B uddha 
not only discarded religion by discarding the god delusions of Brahmin, the 
Hindu holy men, but also defi nitely showed no interest in metaphysics (http://
www.metta.lk): 

Th e eyes and forms, the ears and sounds, the nose and smells, the 
tongue and tastes, the body and tangible things, the mind and mental 
objects. … If someone should set this “All” aside and proclaim another 
“All”, it would be just talk… . Because this would be beyond the limits 
of his abilities.

It is a historical datum that the Buddha presented his Dharma as a non-
theistic response, contending neither theism nor atheism, to polytheistic 
Brahmanism (better known by its colonial name Hinduism). In his criticism, 
the Buddha was quite humorous. In a discourse in Tevijja Sutta (http://www.
metta.lk), a Brahman named Vasettha discussed the Hindu teachings of the 
Vedas about the union with Brahma (the Creator) with the Buddha, who asked 
him whether he or his teacher or his teacher’s teacher even back seven genera-
tions had ever seen Brahma. Vasettha’s denial sparked the Buddha’s derision 
of the opponent’s logic by comparing his behavior with that of a person lov-
ing a lady on sight but not knowing her name, complexion, dwelling, descent, 
or looks. In his discourses, the Buddha expounded not other-worldliness but 
this-worldliness and did not satisfy seekers of an eternalistic “all” or annihila-
tory “nothing.” Keeping a middle way (“neither all, nor nothing”), the Buddha 
did not formulate a “fi nal truth” but rather off ered an understanding of how 
the mind works in order to help fellow human beings liberate themselves from 
existential suff ering.

http://www.metta.lk
http://www.metta.lk):
http://www.metta.lk):
http://www.metta.lk
http://www.metta.lk
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From Philosophy to Psychology 

Th e Buddha is renowned for such classic unanswered questions as these: “Is 
the world and this universe eternal or fi nite?” “Are the soul and the body iden-
tical?” or “Will a liberated person exist or not exist aft er death?” According to 
the Buddha, these metaphysical questions will not lead to meaning. Th ey will 
likely lead to speculation and generate religious issues that are not conducive 
to liberation or happiness. Following this reasoning, for the Buddha dogma 
and creed are anathema, as are the concepts of the soul, transmigration, and 
reincarnation, because all these can neither be confi rmed nor denied. 

In the Kalama Sutta, the Buddha conveyed a charter of free inquiry (http://
www.metta.lk): 

Do not believe on rumours or hearsay, because it is reported to be good, 
ancient or practiced by tradition … because it is in the scriptures or 
because of logic, inference or metaphysics [or] … because the speaker 
appears believable or you are shown the testimony of an old sage. Do not 
believe in what is fancied, because it is extraordinary, it must have been 
inspired by a god or other fancy being … because of presumption or 
custom of many years inclines you to take it as true [or] … just because 
of someone’s reputation and authority or because he is a guru.

Th us, the Dharma is a discipline of free inquiry, a set of practices for students 
who take nothing on blind faith and who do not own a personal holy fi gure 
or impersonal godhead. If the Buddha’s words are inferred as hypotheses, the 
Dharma suggests using a method akin to research. Th e Buddhist commu-
nity was and still is studious, rather than religious in the Western meaning 
of the word. Consequently, it is against all forms of theism. Brahmins are not 
involved in religious practices, and god is simply not a subject matter. Th e term 
nontheistic not only means neither theistic nor atheistic, nor even something 
in the middle, but also is a nonconceptual embodied experience of emptiness. 
Meaning is constructed on the basis of this emptiness, which is also a scaff old 
to practice the revered Buddhist prosocial spirit. Th us, the Dharma is neither 
gnostic (i.e., god can be known) nor agnostic (i.e., god cannot be proven). God 
is simply irrelevant in the Dharma. Th e pan-Buddhist view acknowledges that 
the Buddha did not establish a religion, did not contend to be a godly or omni-
scient manifestation (i.e., a messiah, savior, or prophet), and did not derive 
inspiration from any deity or other external power. Nor did the Buddha claim 
to be other than a fallible human being. He discouraged not only rituals but 
also his adherents’ wish to worship him. By not exceeding the interpersonal 
realm, the Buddhist spirit does not hover in the sky. To reiterate, Buddhism 
comprises down-to-earth kindness, compassion, and joy to be cultivated in 
meditative equanimity: To be spiritual is to be social. In other words, to be 
prosocial, which requires lots of energy and eff ort, is spiritual enough.

http://www.metta.lk):
http://www.metta.lk):
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Regardless of the metaphysical beliefs cherished by Mahayana Buddhists, 
a New Buddhist Psychology is not concerned with the cosmological order of 
the universe. It shows more allegiance with the pan-Buddhist views, based 
on the Buddha’s pristine contentions, which is almost exclusively concerned 
with the nitty-gritty of ceasing human existential suff ering (by deconstruc-
tion onto emptiness) and the quest for how to come to meaning (by recon-
struction of the prosocial and positive values). Th e unadulterated interest is 
in developing an art of skillful responsiveness to the human predicament, 
which is a down-to-earth artisan’s approach comparable to the approach of 
a horse trainer. Th e Buddha was focused on sensing, feeling, thinking, doing, 
and relating—that is, on what is eff ective to buoy contentment and to alleviate 
anguish. Th erefore, one might ask whether the Buddha was perhaps a psychol-
ogist avant la lettre? Th e scriptures refer to the Buddha’s psychological insight 
on the mental eff ects of meditation, as in the Sallatha Sutta. If hit by an arrow, 
the untrained mind touched by bodily pain grieves and laments, whereas the 
skilled meditator will not be distraught. Th e untrained mind experiences two 
kinds of pain: a bodily pain and a mental pain. Such a mind feels pains as if 
hit by two arrows. But the meditator, if touched by bodily pain, grieves and 
laments not. Th e meditator feels only bodily pain, not mental pain, as if hit by 
just one, not by a second arrow. In another narrative on a man shot by a poison 
arrow (of greed, hate, and ignorance), the Dharma is depicted not as a navel-
staring philosophy but as an applied psychology. Th e man would die if instead 
of treating his greed or hatred immediately one would fi rst quiz the archer’s 
name, caste, home, arrow’s type, and so on. (http://www.metta.lk).

Viewing the Dharma as a psychology is a paradigm shift  comparable to 
that experienced by Western psychology in its evolution to become a science. 
William James (1842–1910), the founding father of American psychology, was 
one of the fi rst individuals who recognized the psychology that inheres in 
the Dharma, and he agreed with the notion of Karma, the interplay of inten-
tional and meaningful cognition-aff ect and manifest interpersonal behavior. 
He also acknowledged that compared to what we ought to be, we are only 
half awake. James (1890) broke new ground for psychology by addressing the 
functional value of mindful awareness that operates in the space of “pure” 
(preconceptual) perception:

And the faculty of voluntarily bringing back a wandering attention, over 
and over again, is the very root of judgment, character, and will. No one 
is compos sui if he have it not. An education which should improve this 
faculty would be the education par excellence. But it is easier to defi ne 
this ideal than to give practical directions for bringing it about. (p. 424)

In 1904, James had the (later) monk Anagarika Dharmapala teach in one of 
his lectures at Harvard, on which occasion he allegedly told the man from Sri 

http://www.metta.lk
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Lanka to take his chair. Aft er the lecture (apparently on the modalities of sen-
sation, emotion, thought, behavior, and awareness), James declared that this 
was the psychology everybody would be studying 25 years hence. Aft er James, 
it was Maslow (in the 1950s) who recognized that the Dharma is a psychology. 

Dharma as Contemporary Psychology

Western civilization, from its fi rst encounter with the Dharma, molded 
Buddha’s ideas into Western categories. Th e Dharma does not exactly belong 
to religion, according to De la Vallée Poussin (1869–1938), or to philosophy, 
according to Stcherbatsky (1866–1942). As mentioned earlier, C. Rhys Davids 
(1857–1942) found out that the Buddha dealt with psychology and psycho-
logical issues. In Davids’s footsteps two other books saw printer’s ink: Th e 
Principles of Buddhist Psychology (Kalupahana, 1987) and An Introduction 
to Buddhist Psychology (M. de Silva, 1979). Th ese three authors—Davids, 
Kalupahana, and M. de Silva—are philosophers, not psychologists per se, 
although the latter also practices as a Buddhist therapist. Worth mention-
ing are the seminal writings by three vanguard psychologists: Kwee (1990), 
Mikulas (1978), and P. de Silva (1984), who linked the Dharma with cognitive-
behavior therapy. It was only recently that Kwee and Kwee-Taams (2006b), 
who stand on the shoulders of these giants, off ered a contemporary psycho-
logical account of the core Dharma that not only builds on but goes beyond 
the archaic Abhidhamma. 

Th e account off ered by Kwee and Kwee-Taams (2006b), a New Buddhist 
Psychology, respects rather than excludes all previous Buddhist traditions by 
reformulating the quintessence of the Th eravada (originally a four-centuries-
old oral tradition whose scriptures in Pali, called suttas, exceed the size of the 
Bible 10 times) and the much later Mahayana (a written tradition in Sanskrit, 
whose scriptures, called sutras, exceed the size of the Bible 50 times). All 
scriptures have been written by anonymous authors living in communities 
of brotherhoods as from the fi rst century bce. Th e historical suttas and the 
later metaphysical sutras narrate the Buddha’s discourses, which rest on the 
Dharma’s basic tenets. Obviously, the Mahayana writings, although composed 
in a discourse format, cannot be the Buddha’s pristine words. Nevertheless, 
all Buddhist scriptures comprise commonly shared insights into pan-Bud-
dhist core principles, acknowledged by all denominations, through which if 
intensely gauged and deeply understood, an awakening à la the Buddha might 
be accrued (see Table 12.1; the reader is referred to Kwee, 2010, for a full dis-
cussion of these 15 subjects). 

A key practice is mindfulness, phrased here as a metonym: “Th ere is 
no way to mindfulness, mindfulness is the way.” Mindfulness is a striving 
at awakening to Dependent Origination and at choosing for wholesome 
Karma by cultivating a sharp awareness by being attentive and remember-
ing to watchfully observe in a receptive, focused, and compassionate way the 
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stimuli entering consciousness through the senses and any feeling, thinking, 
or doing passing in the spaces of Body/Speech/Mind. Th ereby, one is notic-
ing receptively (i.e., free of intentional interference) as the internal stimuli 
are attended to in a neutral mode (i.e., free from interpretations and evalua-
tions), while surfi ng from now to now without any direct goal (i.e., free from 
craving, grasping, and clinging), in “suchness” like a mirror. Mindful aware-
ness is sine qua non for the 12 meditations, eventually meant to transform 
Karma, which attend the body (its breathing, behaviors, repulsiveness, ele-
ments, decomposing, and feelings) and the mind (its hindrances, aggregates, 
sense bases, awakening, the 4-Ennobling Realities, and the 8-Fold Balanced 
Practice).

Contemporary Buddhist psychology covers Body/Speech/Mind, encom-
passing the three levels of existence discerned by the Buddha. In present-
day terms, these three layers require scrutiny through research in social, 
clinical, and neuropsychology. At the neuropsychological level, Austin 
(2009) reviewed studies from a Zen Buddhist perspective. Typically, the 
interest is in the topography of meditation and awakening (Hanson, 2009). 
Also of interest, however, are such subjects as that of the EEG study on 
the “free won’t” of habitual responses (Libet, 2004); the neuroprosthetics 
technology study using implanted brain–computer interfaces to show that 
the mind’s conation is capable of manipulating a cursor to command fresh 
behaviors (e.g., drawing or operating a TV remote control; Nature, 442); 

Table 12.1 Pan-Buddhist Core Concepts, Terms, and Themes of Buddhist Psychology 

 1. Four Noble Truths, here called the 4-Ennobling Realities (as social constructions)
 2. Eightfold Path, here called the 8-Fold Balanced Practice (of relational processes)
 3. Skandhas, the psychological modalities of mind or self: feeling, thought, and 

action
 4. Ultimate not-self of “emptiness” and the “provisional self ” for everyday life
 5. Karma: intentional, meaningful thought or feeling and concomitant action
 6. Dharmas: the smallest “units of experience” (“perceivables” and “knowables”)
 7. Sixth sense: the mind’s eye that perceives dharmas during mindful awareness 
 8. Experience of Nirvana: a state or trait of extinguished unwholesome 

thought-aff ect
 9. Th ree poisons: greed, hatred, and ignorance on self-illusions and god delusions
 10. Immeasurables: social meditations to augment kindness, compassion, and joy 
 11. Th ree empirical marks of existence: suff ering, impermanence, and not-self
 12. Dependent Origination (of Relational Interbeing): a pivotal causality hypothesis 
 13. Twelve meditations, with mindfulness (observe and watch) as the general factor
 14. Foundations of mindfulness: the fl uctuations of body/feelings and mind/thoughts
 15. Patthanas: 24 functional conditions and relations linking feeling, thought, and 

action
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and the search for the Buddha’s sixth sense—the notion of the mind or brain 
that perceives the mind—in terms of neuroplasticity and dynamic brain 
circuitries (Varela, Lachaux, Rodriguez, & Martinerie, 2001). Yet other 
neuropsychological studies have involved the neuroimaging of not-self, the 
idea of “perceiving without perceiver” (see http://www.weizman.ac.il); the 
neurological correlates of awakening, supposedly the left  prefrontal area 
connected to the left  amygdala, specialized in positive aff ect (Davidson 
et al., 2003); and the off setting of age-related cortical thinning attributable 
to meditation (Lazar et al., 2005). Notwithstanding the interesting fi ndings, 
the present social constructivist Buddhist purview cautions for any claims 
of truth based on neuroscience. It is doubtful whether the cortical data 
accrued by techniques of brain scanning of reason and emotion will exceed 
the usual speculative guesswork and could really open up the human mind 
to inspection. 

On the clinical front, research on mindfulness is accumulating through 
the growing interest of mental health professionals (Baer, Smith, & Allen, 
2004; Bishop et al., 2004; Didonna, 2009; Germer, Siegel, & Fulton, 2005; 
Kelly, 2008; Shapiro & Carlson, 2009; Wallace & Shapiro, 2006). Th e prac-
tice of mindful awareness implies both a technique and a result of a nondual 
observing of dharmas (with small d). Since its inception in 1979, Kabat-Zinn’s 
mindfulness-based stress reduction approach has been researched to such 
an extent that the American Psychological Association’s predicate “prob-
ably effi  cacious” applies. It has proven to be a valuable clinical component 
and adjunct in the treatment of chronic pain, anxiety disorders, binge eat-
ing, fi bromyalgia, psoriasis, cancer, coronary artery disease, depression, obe-
sity, criminality, and nonclinical stress (e.g., De Vibe, 2006; Giommi, 2006; 
Kabat-Zinn, 2003, 2009; Kristeller & Jones, 2006). Relapse prevention studies 
on mindfulness-based cognitive therapy, found to be eff ective in ex-patients 
with three previous depressive periods, have lead to the acceptance of mind-
fulness-based stress reduction among cognitive-behavior therapists (Kuyken 
et al., 2008; Ma & Teasdale, 2004; Segal, Williams, & Teasdale, 2002; Teasdale, 
2000). Without vilifying or belittling the impact of these fi ndings in sparking 
mainstream psychologists’ interest in meditation as an intervention, it is of 
concern, from a New Buddhist Psychology point of view, that by earning the 
status of a pill, these “Buddhist Lite” approaches are drift ing away from the 
Dharma as a Buddhist teaching. 

Th e Dharma and cognitive-behavioral therapy had a confl uence at a his-
torical summit in 2005—101 years later than James predicted—at the Fift h 
International Congress of Cognitive Psychotherapy / Ninth World Congress 
on Constructivism, when the 14th Dalai Lama had a meeting of minds with 
A. T. Beck, the founder of cognitive therapy. On this occasion Buddhist psy-
chology and psychologists were accepted in mainstream psychology (Kwee 
et al., 2006). Th e confl uence was further evidenced by the invited presence of 

http://www.weizman.ac.il
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the Transcultural Society for Clinical Meditation, which was well represented 
by eight symposia on Buddhist psychology. It is worth noting that much ear-
lier another founder of cognitive-behavioral therapy, the late Albert Ellis, 
declared rational emotive behavior therapy’s allegiance with the Dharma 
(Kwee & Ellis, 1998; see also Christopher, 2003, and http://transcultural. 
meditation.googlepages.com/home). 

Dharma and Social Construction

Uncovering “things as they become,” a Mahayana school named aft er the 
Flower Garland Sutra (Hua-yen), the only school originated in China started 
by Fa-tsang in the seventh century, postulates notions strongly resembling 
those of social construction. Th e sutra reveals that the metaphysical realm is 
empty through a Lucy-in-the-Sky-With-Diamonds tale on a quest for wisdom 
through a developmental journey to awaken and become a Buddha.

Sudhana (Good Wealth), a young rich merchant’s son, followed the 
Bodhisattva (a Buddha-to-be) of Wisdom’s advice and set out to learn 
the blissful course of conduct. During his wanderings far and wide, he 
encountered 53 teachers/friends (like a monk, physician, banker, king, 
brahmin, animal, slave, merchant, fool, boatman, boy, prostitute, and 
queen) symbolizing phases, principles, and virtues. Moving forward he 
discovered that life in itself is a teaching as each meeting is an enchant-
ing educational adventure, meaningful to discover practices, dedica-
tions, contemplations, and meditations. Th en, aft er a journey full of 
danger, aft er he gave up striving to attain or not attain Buddhahood, 
he met, high on a steep mountain, the Future Buddha from whom he 
learned to understand generosity, and who made him merge with the 
Bodhisattva of Virtue in radiating interconnectedness of “Indra’s Jewel 
Net” that reciprocally mirrors appearing images in each diamond at 
every crossing of the net symbolizing the infi nite interconnectedness 
of all beings. He then vowed to practice loving kindness, compassion, 
and joy, and to dedicate his life to benefi t humanity. Ecstatic, Sudhana 
is able to see with an increased blissful clarity “the reality of things as 
they become in Dependent Origination.” Becoming equal to Virtue and 
all aspects of wisdom and compassion and delightfully experiencing 
the interpenetration of all beings on earth, he whispered: “[T]here is no 
other, we are Interbeing” (the entrance of one into all and all into one, 
the non-obstruction of all phenomena, the non-duality of all Buddhas). 
But this was not yet the end. Climbing further, he fi nally arrived at the 
Cosmic Buddha’s “Tower of the Highest Wisdom.” Standing in front of 
the door to enter this top room, he held his breath and opened the portal 
to fi nd out that the universe is an empty bubble beyond dual projections 
and binary conceptions. (Cleary, 1993)

http://transcultural.meditation.googlepages.com/home
http://transcultural.meditation.googlepages.com/home
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In full, humans are biochemical, sensing, moving, thinking, emoting, and 
relational beings in Dependent Origination, whose minds usually function at 
the prerational, irrational, and rational levels, but rarely at the postrational 
level, which denotes wisdom. It is on this wisdom level that we are able to 
see and understand that to be means to be related. Life means being inter-
connected and socially embedded: there is no other way. Th rown from birth 
onward into a social web, we humans fi nd it is impossible to be self-contained. 
Anything that we can conceive of is injected with interpersonal meaning. 
Although we oft en take our being embedded in bonds for granted, interrelat-
edness remains from the cradle to the grave. Ensued from a history of inter-
dependency, even our individual private worlds of dharmas are encapsulated 
in an inextricable relational network. Looking outside to the social realm, we 
see mirrors of our inner worlds. Looking inside to the private realm, as if in 
wall-gazing meditation, we see the relational everywhere. And although we 
are dancing alone in the room, the interpersonal dimension remains omni-
present. Because we are intricately related to each other, it is safe to conclude 
that even anything appearing in the mind’s closed privacy is a social con-
struction. In such envisioning, human beings are subsumed under a sublime 
metaorder of the interpersonal. Th is metavision necessitates a view of reality 
as a collaborative practice and an existential stance of caring responsibility for 
each other.

Th e metaphor of “Indra’s Jewel Net” is particularly appealing to social 
constructionists who regard the individual psyche and its contents (i.e., feel-
ing, thinking, and behaving) as atomistic elements. Although not dismissed, 
“elemental” views lack the capacity to satisfactorily explain the vicissitudes 
of human functioning embedded in relationship. As in the Buddhist vision, 
Gergen (2000) deconstructs the binary inner–outer, I–other, and replaces 
it with a socially coconstructed relational self that necessarily repudiates 
the “individual self behind the eyeballs” as an explanatory entity. Given 
“unobstructed” mutual identity penetration, each individual is intercon-
nected with other individuals. Change in one individual results in a relative 
change in all other individuals through a web of interconnected relation-
ships. Individuals can exist only in the context of relationships; thus, to be 
is to inter-be and to act is to inter-act. If from womb-to-tomb relationships 
precede the notion of the single person, the mind is not contained under the 
skin but is bound to be extended and reconstituted as a refl ection of inter-
personal process. 

Th e New Buddhist Psychology’s love aff air with social construction is 
centered round Relational Interbeing and mounts in what we have called 
Relational Buddhism. Th is off ers a social constructivist perspective of the 
Dharma and Buddhist psychology. Focusing on interactions, the binary 
you–me collapses. It crumbles in emptiness. Relational Interbeing neces-
sitates the emptiness of solitary selves, which is the Buddha’s psychological 
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proposition par excellence. Endorsing the view that an individual is a mani-
festation of a relationship and not an isolated independent being, Buddhist 
psychology conceives of persons as empty of the purely private. Even private 
thinking cannot be solipsistic because such thinking ensues from a history 
of language and long-lasting relationships. Th e relational perspective does 
not discard psychobiology but, rather, completes the picture of the human 
being as a Body/Speech/Mind system. Relational Interbeing is neither 
within body nor within mind but in its members’ encounter and dialogue. 
For Relational Interbeing to become, the members must necessarily move 
as if in a dance.

From both the Buddhist nonindependent and social constructionist code-
pendent perspectives, self is an atomistic agency, bounded, segregated, and 
alienated from the profound reality of Interbeing (Gandavyuha Sutra; Th ich, 
1998) or Relational Being (Gergen, 2009a, 2009b). Relational Interbeing, as 
it is called here, is a milestone next to emptiness on the road of awakening 
to Dependent Origination. In the present quest for meaning, it is the under-
standing and realization of our human interconnectedness that will, by 
superseding individual separation, lead to sustainable happiness. Th e future 
of global intimacy is bright if we are able to move on to collaborative practice 
of social construction. Social construction stems from the discipline of social 
psychology and at its start has nothing to do with the Dharma. However, by 
discarding Transcendental Truths and embracing the reality of the relational 
as standing prior to the concept of the individual, social construction defi -
nitely bears Buddhist marks. 

Th us, not only Relational Interbeing comes to be, but so does reality in gen-
eral (in Dependent Origination of collaborative practice). Both are defi ned by 
what the particular social group believes they are. In other words, reality is not 
a solipsistic matter. Not located within biology or psyche, it exists in the social 
experience: 2 + 2 = 4 because we agree. Because reality is constructed between 
communicating people, it may be perceived as true in one community but 
untrue in another one. Beyond community there is thundering silence. Th e 
notions of truth and absolute reality are at best provisional tools that are his-
torically, culturally, and linguistically coconstructed by people and negotiated 
in a dance of meaning. Data are human constructs and thus intersubjective 
and relative—space, time, and culture bound—even if scientifi cally unveiled 
as facts. Vico (1668–1744) already contended that facts are fabricated and con-
structed (verum ipsum factum). In a world of impermanence and imperfec-
tion, data and facts are conceivable as narratives to be amended and replaced 
by more adequate constructions going forward. 

Toward a New Buddhist Psychology

“If you call this a stick, you affi  rm; if you call it not a stick, you negate: Beyond 
affi  rmation and negation what would you call it?” (Ta-hui, 12th c.). Th is is a 
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famous kung-an, a Chinese word signifying a case of “jurisprudence” that 
has proven its utility to awaken (provide an “aha” experience). It is better 
known by its Japanese translation, koan, a kind of paradoxical riddle that 
cannot be solved by reason or language. Language is an instrument that func-
tions as a map and is itself an active form of life within relationship. From 
a social constructivist perspective, theories are not telling us how the world 
really is but are a medium to participate in a relationship. Using language, 
we are eventually unable to tell the truth about the Buddha, the Dharma, 
or social construction. What matters is to be aware of the constructed and 
gaming character of language, including the language of social construction 
(Gergen & Hosking, 2006). Unable to escape the social predicament of the 
local culture, all that one can conceive is a polyvocal narrative. Th is notion 
also applies to science as well as to the Dharma as a religion, philosophy, or 
psychology. 

In Wittgensteinian terms, Dharma qua religion applies the “language 
game of religion,” which inheres in intrinsic rules applied to a family of terms 
from which each word derives its meaning and out of which corresponding 
aff ect and behavior emanate. In the same vein, a Dharma that uses philo-
sophical terminology adheres to the rules of the “language game of philoso-
phy,” implying a fabric of relational stance and actions into which it is woven. 
Th e present proposition—to view the Dharma as a psychology—requires 
rules and actions of a “language game of psychology”; this language utilizes 
words inhering in particular meanings and functions in the psychological 
idiom. Th ese words are tools that help to structure conceptualizations of real-
ity in a psychological way. Obviously, the Dharma’s psychological language 
game diff ers from other language games. Wittgenstein (1953), on whose work 
social construction leans heavily, claimed that words derive meaning from 
their use in language games: Words by themselves have no intrinsic meaning. 
Meaning is socially, not privately, constructed actively by members of a com-
munity who develop ways of speaking to serve their needs as a group. From 
a language-game perspective, absolute meanings do not exist. Consequently, 
science is as much linguistic and social as it is scientifi c. Buddhist cosmology 
is, against the backdrop of emptiness, an exotic language game that though 
still appealing to many might have outlived its usefulness. For instance, in 
the Buddhist “cosmos game,” the world is played as a fl at mandala, analogous 
to the thesis that the world is round. Th is notion is neither true nor false in 
terms of representational value. It is practical to play it round when fl ying 
from New York to New Delhi and useful to play it fl at when walking on Wall 
Street (cf. Gergen, 2009a).

Th e Dharma as a psychology tries to be the top game in town. If we agree 
on the proposition that psychology’s language game is most apt to serve 
21st-century “free-thinking” humanity, it is imperative to rid the Dharma 
of the religious and metaphysical idioms that hamper its development 
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as a psychology. It is an arduous task to unlearn old vocabularies and to 
adopt psychological interpretations of selected keywords, as proposed next 
(Kwee, 2010). 

 1. Dharma: As disseminated by the Buddha, dharma is a modus vivendi 
rooted in meditation practice toward emptiness and friendliness. It 
is not a religion that alludes to a creator, supernatural beings, and 
worshipping rituals; nor is it a philosophy, a theorized belief system 
on metaphysics, ontology, ethics, or politics. Colonial scholars trying 
to catch its meaning looked for a convenient category within their 
own vocabulary and molded the god-less soteriology into a concept 
implying inaccurate notions: Buddh-ism. However, this Eurocentric 
fabrication has no classical Indian semantic equivalent. Considering 
that there is no Western equivalent for the Buddhist Dharma either, 
the term seems to be better off  if untranslated. In the absence of an 
exact Buddhist meaning, the term Buddhism might then be used as a 
storehouse containing every existing manifestation of the Buddhist 
Dharma. Th us, in this view Relational Buddhism refers to a relational 
reconceptualization of the Buddhist Dharma in its totality. Note well 
that Dharma with a capital D is diff erentiated from dharma with a 
lower-case d denoting the smallest unit of experience appearing as 
social constructions in protean versatility and changeable in form 
and content: perceivables (verbalized sensations) and thinkables 
(verbalized thoughts). 

 2. Duhkha: Duhkha (or suffering)—a loose translation that is not, 
per se, incorrect—arises from nonsatisfaction or discontentment 
that is not a moral punishment or sacrifi ce. It is dependently origi-
nating in existential impermanence that is the result of the human 
condition of aging, illness, death, and birth, and of not getting what 
one craves; life is imperfect and full of gnawing imbalances. Duhkha 
is omnipresent. Even if one is joyous and happy, there is a disquiet-
ing uncertainty to be endured regarding what the next moment will 
bring. Th is uncertainty gives rise to unsteadiness and uneasiness, 
here called dis-ease. Life does not spin around smoothly when adver-
sity is met. Duhkha is a daily state of being that is stuck through 
bearing agony, affl  iction, anger, angst, anguish, anxiety, aversion, 
discomfort, despair, frustration, hunger, grief, lamentation, misery, 
pain, sadness, sorrow, stress, and the like. Duhkha likely perpetu-
ates and augments itself, and it may become cyclical (Samsara) by the 
daily recurrence or “rebirths” of negative aff ective episodes. Life does 
not spin around smoothly when adversity is met. Sustainable happi-
ness is hence necessarily chaironic, or experienced amid adversity 
(http://www.meaning.ca). 

http://www.meaning.ca
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 3. Skandhas: Usually translated as “aggregates” or “heaps,” Skandhas 
are viewed here as congruent to the BASIC modalities of psyche 
(Kwee, 1998; Kwee & Lazarus, 1986). Th is acronym stands for behav-
ior (referring to body), aff ect (motivation), sensation (perception), 
imagery (vision), and cognition (conception), all of which appear 
in consciousness as perceivables (the visible, hearable, smellable, 
tasteable, and touchable) and as thinkables (conceivables, imagin-
ables, memories, dreams, illusions, and delusions). Craving results 
in grasping and clinging onto illusory certainties and eventually 
in their piling in the BASIC modalities of which one can be mind-
fully aware. Mindfulness might sharpen awareness of the Dependent 
Origination, arising, subsiding, and ceasing of daily emotional epi-
sodes by recognizing the modalities involved, their interplay and 
fi ring order. Such emotions as fear, anger, sadness, or joy move in 
a fl ux in conjunction with biological and relational processes, and 
they imply their cyclical rebirths if not processed well. Altogether, 
the atomistic modalities constitute the “provisional self” that is sub-
ject to the conditioned habit of attachment. On the ultimate level, 
this I, me, and mine of self is empty, which is obvious when the pro-
visional self ’s nature as a reifi ed abstraction is understood. BASIC’s 
emptiness implies that there is no soul in the machine with which to 
identify. Known as the Buddhist “all and everything,” the Skandhas 
are a down-to-earth dismissal of transmigration and reincarnation 
(both viewed here as Tibetan atavisms).

 4. Buddhist lore: A psychological perspective discards the common lit-
eral exegesis of the Buddhist lore—for instance, of Th e Six Realms 
and of the demon Mara—viewing them instead as mental projections 
of inner states. Th us, the “realm of the gods” stands for bliss–pride, 
“demi-gods” stand for envy–struggle, “animals” for greed– ignorance, 
“hell fi res” for hate–anger, “hungry ghosts” for craving–grasping, 
and “humans” for doubting–clinging as well as for the potential 
of awakening. Instead of a seducing demon, Mara symbolizes the 
Buddha’s overcoming his four inner enemies of awakening: the fi ve 
nonhuman realms mentioned earlier, the fear of death, the illusion of 
self or soul, and the delusions of god and celestial beings. 

 5. Enlightenment: A translation of bodhi, enlightenment is a term 
tasting Eurocentric if alluding to the 18th-century European Age 
of Enlightenment. Based on Cartesian then-modernist thought, 
people came to believe in the light of reason and timeless truths 
and to uphold the supremacy of rational–empirical and logical–
positivistic science. In contrast, however, the Buddhist enlighten-
ment stems from budh, meaning “to be wakeful and aware of, “ that 
is, not asleep or ignorant. Although the Dharma may elucidate, 
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illuminate, and enlighten, it does so by means of “heartfelt under-
standing,” rather than through the thinking mind (to be mindfully 
observed). Th e potential for bodhi inheres in everyone and simply 
needs uncovering, as in the smelting process that separates gold 
from ore. 

 6. Nirvana: Nirvana (from nir [(un)] and vana [binding]) is oft en erro-
neously inferred as a tangible paradise in the hereaft er as conceived 
in the Abrahamic religions of the early translators. Th e metaphys-
ics of the beyond, however, is at odds with a teaching of emptiness. 
In eff ect, Nirvana means coolness as a result of the extinction of 
unwholesome emotions inspired by the three poisons of greed or 
grasping and hatred or clinging engendered by ignorance or craving 
and their cognitive, aff ective, emotive, behavioral, and interpersonal 
ramifi cations. Whereas greed inheres in anxiety (fear of shortage) 
and sadness (grief of loss), hatred inheres in anger (other-blame) 
and depression (self-blame). Nirvana may also refer to the smiling 
contentment and happiness as an epiphenomenon while on the path. 
Nirvana as a state or trait disrupting Duhkha’s rebirth is temporary 
when “hot” arousal keeps arising and enduring when death quenches 
the Samsara cycle.

 7. Buddhist ethics: We are advisably skeptical of Buddhist ethics sug-
gesting a Western type of formalistic theory. Instead, we suggest, 
the Dharma is best described as a morality without ethics (e.g., the 
moral standards of Robin Hood diff er from the sheriff ’s). Th e social 
constructivist nonfoundational morality of collaborative practice is 
an appropriate reconceptualization of a moral view rooted in diff er-
ing interpersonal values and conduct. Because words such as must 
and should are anathema in the Buddhist pursuit of free inquiry, 
Dharma’s morality is based on interpersonal motivation. And as 
there is no morality without relationship, for the focus is on the rela-
tional process itself in refl ective negotiation and transformational 
dialogue, to use social constructivist terminology. Th is is exempli-
fi ed in fairy-tale-like allegories (Jataka stories) where the Buddha as 
a Bodhisattva allegedly lied and killed in certain life circumstances. 

Closing Remarks

Viewing the Dharma as a modus vivendi based on Buddhist psychological 
insights as contended here is not a matter of course. Its acceptance depends 
on the culture one lives by and requires a paradigm shift  in conceptualizing 
the Dharma (Gergen, 2000; Kwee, 2007). Th e New Buddhist Psychology of 
Relational Buddhism concurs with the social constructionist view that truth 
and reality are a cultural–historical narrative, a thesis that is conceptually 
dislocating. Few people are prepared to go along with such a wrenching view. 
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However, for both Buddhists and social constructionists who are adventur-
ous, innovative, and resilient, the horizons are exciting if one dares to go 
ahead by

 1. Challenging the belief in Cartesian-style knowledge, which separates 
body and mind and gives an account of reality based on rationality, 
testability, and objectivity as the absolute truth 

 2. Questioning the permanence of reality and the immutability of truth 
(e.g., of holy books or cities); recognizing that the metaprocess of com-
munality accrues intelligible coconstructions, not Transcendental 
Tr uths

 3. Viewing empirical data as fabricated social constructions based 
on local agreements that lack everlasting foundations; recognizing 
that science, a relevant narrative about reality, is not the “eternal 
truth”

 4. Pointing at the limitation of the positivist approach in fi nding 
timeless truths (while endorsing the indexing value of quantitative 
research) and valuing qualitative research as immediate social action

A social constructivist New Buddhist Psychology deconstructs and recon-
structs. It deconstructs by making transparent the taken-for-granted delusion 
of the existence of a god (instilled through indoctrination) and the illusion of 
an unchangeable self. Although these concepts are habitually viewed as real or 
true, they are social constructions. In order to deconstruct illusions, language 
needs to be disillusioned. Language creates a picture of provisional reality, 
but it cannot ever fully represent or express ultimate emptiness that can only 
be experienced. Language is to be understood as socially constructed maps 
serving a human purpose. Although deconstructing has a liberating eff ect, 
for it frees us from the automatisms of conditioning and literalization, recon-
structing and alternative practices are still needed. Th e social constructionist 
way of reconstructing implies that we keep on seeing how daily realities owe 
their existence to relationships and interacting networks. From this and the 
insight in the processes and potentials of Relational Interbeing comes forth 
the social constructionist practice to consequently appreciate and mutually 
accept each other (though not necessarily approving someone’s unwholesome 
behaviors). Both practices consider care for relationships as the most worthy 
value. Th e Buddhist caring of relationships is operationalized in the social 
meditations. 

Loving kindness, empathic compassion, and shared joy practiced in 
meditative equanimity form the alpha and omega of Buddhist action. Th ese 
practices have existed since the Buddha’s time, some 100 generations ago. 
One can fi nd instructions for these immeasurables, as they are called, in 
any Buddhist handbook; they aim to immeasurably multiply the Buddhist 
core social aff ects. A radical application in daily life is pursued until there 
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is enough love to go round in the world. Recently it was shown that Tibetan 
monks who permeate themselves with kindness and compassion (an 
empathic understanding and an unconditional readiness to help) on a long-
term basis (more than 10,000 hours) alter the structure and functioning of 
their brains (Lutz et al., 2004). Th ey show gamma wave synchrony, high-
frequency oscillations (40 Hz), indicating that the brain integrates ongoing 
processes by transient varieties of widely distributed parallel processes of 
neuronal networks into highly ordered cognitive and aff ective functions 
(perception, attention, learning, and memory). Th is induced synaptic activ-
ity changes across diff erent scales of the brain. Th e data suggest neuroplas-
ticity. Contemplative practices, involving temporal integrative mechanisms, 
seem able to induce lasting neural change (as does the ability of aerobics 
to sculpt the muscles), thus upgrading the brain to improved cognitive- 
emotional achievements. 

Th e Nirvana of emptiness and the extinction of unwholesome craving are 
not suffi  cient in themselves. Meaning is derived from the daily practice of 
the social meditations. Th us, awakening—the experience that Duhkha has 
ceased—is just the beginning to be better able to help others. Because Karma, 
or meaningful intentional action, starts with emotions, emotionality, and 
emotional vicissitudes, evidence-based cognitive, aff ective, and behavioral 
or interactional tactics implemented through collaborative practice in inter-
personal relationships, which include Buddhist meditation, belong to the 
most straightforward scenarios to work toward positive aff ect and eventually 
happiness. Such might be called a self-applied Karma transformation. It is 
of interest that the concept of intentional activity recently appeared in posi-
tive psychology’s happiness literature, without, however, alluding to Karma 
(Lyubomirsky, 2008). Research suggests that sustainable happiness is deter-
mined by these three factors: a genetic set-point (50%), circumstantial factors 
(10%), and intentional activity (40%). Th e latter off ers a window of opportu-
nity for happiness, which from a social constructionist’s view is necessarily 
relational. Humans are equipped with an idiosyncratic genetic set-point for 
happiness. Th is is comparable to a set-point for weight or height, which is 
hardly modifi able. People with high set-points will fi nd it easier to be happy, 
whereas people with low set-points will have to work harder to achieve and 
maintain happiness under similar conditions. Long-term overall circum-
stances include demographics such as age, health, education, money, country, 
religion, or marital status. Although these factors matter, they determine but 
a small percentage of happiness, do not impact long-lasting happiness, and 
deliver only short-lived boosts of happiness. Happy people make things hap-
pen, and their activity spins off  a by-product that is happiness over and above 
the genetic set range and life circumstances.

Granted, there are diff erent strokes for diff erent folks, and Karma trans-
formation is not particularly suitable for the faint-hearted. Th e faint-hearted 



270 • Th e Human Quest for Meaning

would rather profi t from a list of dos and don’ts of a holy book, heavenly eth-
ics, or hellish morality and from the metaphysics for saints and sinners. For 
the mature, however, who have the capacity to freely think, pick, and choose, 
who wishes to decide for themselves in joint collaboration, and who does not 
want to blindly follow holy dead men and their rules, there is a psychological 
roadmap that might generate sustainable happiness for all in interrelatedness. 
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Th e new fi eld of positive psychology is defi ned as the scientifi c study of what 
makes life most worth living, so in one sense, positive psychology is the study 
of ultimate meaning (Peterson, 2006). Central fi gures in the psychological 
study of meaning—like Viktor Frankl (1959), Carl Rogers (1961), Abraham 
Maslow (1970), and Rollo May (1953)—are among the individuals upon whose 
shoulders contemporary positive psychologists stand.

Damon, Menon, and Bronk (2003) noted the similarity in particular 
between Frankl’s approach to meaning and the general premises of posi-
tive psychology. Both hold that that higher human characteristics are nei-
ther produced by nor derived from more basic needs or drives: According 
to Frankl (1959), “Man’s search for meaning is a primary force in his 
life and not a ‘secondary rationalization’ of instinctual drives” (p. 121). 
Indeed, “the most basic assumption that positive psychology urges is that 
human goodness and excellence are as authentic as disease, disorder, and 
distress. Positive  psychologists are adamant that these topics are not sec-
ondary, derivative, illusory, epiphenomenal, or otherwise suspect (Peterson, 
2006, p. 5).

Yet unlike Frankl, positive psychologists do not regard the search for or 
presence of meaning as necessarily the highest goals or purposes of existence. 
Meaning is one of several components of the psychological good life, and 
whether it is the most important—for someone or for everyone—is regarded 
by positive psychologists as an empirical question that hinges on how mean-
ing is defi ned and measured as well as on the causes and consequences to 
which it may be linked by research.

When positive psychologists discuss meaning, they sometimes draw on the 
specifi c proposal of Seligman (2002) that a life of meaning is one in which 
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people feel connected to something external to and larger than themselves.1 
Th is vision of meaning overlaps with previous discussions that relate mean-
ing to goals (Emmons, 1986; Klinger, 1977; Little, 1983) and to Antonovsky’s 
(1979) notion that meaning results when the demands of the external world 
are deemed worthy of investment. It is also similar to the self-transcendent 
dimensions of meaning distinguished by Wong (1998) and to Damon, Menon, 
and Bronk’s (2003) defi nition of purpose as the general intention to accom-
plish something of signifi cance beyond the self.

When Seligman (2002) proposed the life of meaning as one of the routes to 
authentic happiness, he compared and contrasted it with two other routes: the 
life of pleasure (i.e., hedonism; J. Watson, 1895) and the life of engagement (i.e., 
fl ow; Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). Peterson, Park, and Seligman (2005b) devised a 
self-report measure of the endorsement of these diff erent approaches to hap-
piness. Th ey found that all three—meaning, pleasure, and engagement—were 
individually associated with life satisfaction but that orientations to engage-
ment and to meaning had stronger links. Th ere were hints in their data that a 
full life, that is, a life wherein a person is simultaneously oriented to pleasure, 
engagement, and meaning, is the most satisfying. And the results were clear 
that an empty life, marked by low scores of all these orientations, is linked to 
extreme dissatisfaction.

One of the central concerns of positive psychology is good character, that 
is, such positive traits as curiosity, kindness, and teamwork; thus the ques-
tion arises about the relationship between strengths of character and a life of 
meaning. By defi nition, character is socially and morally valued. Seligman 
(2002) hypothesized that any strength of character, when exercised on a regu-
lar basis, contributes to the psychological good life and by implication to the 
life of meaning.

Park, Peterson, and Seligman (2004) showed that certain strengths of 
 character—namely, curiosity, gratitude, hope, love, and zest—are robustly 
associated with life satisfaction among adults, more so than such other 
strengths of character as judgment, creativity, and love of learning; and 
Peterson (2006) interpreted these fi ndings as showing that the heart matters 
more than the head when one’s concern is with the psychological good life. 
Given the Western world’s emphasis, at least since the time of Aristotle, on 
intellectual and mental abilities, these are intriguing results. Assuming that 
we want our children to be happy (Noddings, 2003), they imply that parents 
and schools should encourage the emotional strengths that tie people together 

1 Seligman (2002) argued that a life is more versus less meaningful depending on how 
“large” that external something might be. Th is formulation is only reasonable as an 
approximate metaphor. Surely, the governor of Rhode Island and the governor of 
California both have meaningful lives as public servants, yet would one want to say that 
the former individual has a less meaningful life than the latter individual?
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as much as the cognitive skills that allow individual accomplishment (Bacon, 
2005). What good is critical thinking if not accompanied by uncritical caring? 

In the present contribution, we describe new data that bear directly on 
the issue of how character strengths might be associated with a life of mean-
ing. Th is research employed the Orientation to Happiness Scale developed by 
Peterson, Park, and Seligman (2005b) and Steger, Frazier, Oishi, and Kaler’s 
(2006) measure that divides the construct of meaning into two components: 
the presence of meaning and the search for meaning. To introduce our study, we 
fi rst provide some background on how positive psychologists have approached 
good character.

Th e VIA Project

Th e VIA (Values in Action) Classifi cation of Strengths is an ongoing proj-
ect meant to complement the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual (DSM) of the 
American Psychiatric Association (1994) by focusing on what is right about 
people and specifi cally about the strengths of character that make the good 
life possible (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). Peterson and his colleagues followed 
the example of DSM and its collateral creations by proposing a classifi cation 
scheme and devising ways of assessing its entries. Th e VIA Classifi cation is 
the fi rst and arguably most ambitious project deliberately developed from the 
perspective of positive psychology (Seligman, Steen, Park, & Peterson, 2005).

Th e VIA Classifi cation recognizes the components of good character as 
existing at diff erent levels of abstraction. Virtues are the core characteris-
tics valued by moral philosophers and religious thinkers: wisdom, courage, 
humanity, justice, temperance, and transcendence. Th ese six broad categories 
of virtue emerge consistently from historical surveys (Dahlsgaard, Peterson, & 
Seligman, 2005). Perhaps these are universal, grounded in biology through 
an evolutionary process that selected for these predispositions toward moral 
excellence as means of solving the important tasks necessary for survival of 
the species. 

Character strengths are the psychological ingredients that defi ne the vir-
tues. Said another way, they are distinguishable ways of displaying one or 
another of the virtues. For example, the virtue of wisdom can be achieved 
through such strengths as curiosity, love of learning, judgment, and creativ-
ity, as well as through what we call perspective—having a “big picture” on 
life. Th ese strengths are similar in that all involve the acquisition and use 
of knowledge, but they are also distinct. Th e VIA Classifi cation approaches 
character strengths as dimensional traits—individual diff erences—that exist 
in degrees.

Criteria for Character Strengths

Entries for the VIA Classifi cation were generated by reviewing pertinent lit-
eratures that addressed good character—from psychiatry, youth development, 
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character education, religion, philosophy, organizational studies, and of 
course psychology. From the many candidate strengths identifi ed, the list was 
winnowed by combining redundancies and applying the following criteria:

 1. A strength needs to be manifest in the range of an individual’s 
 behavior—thoughts, feelings, and/or actions—in such a way that it 
can be assessed. In other words, a character strength should be trait-
like in the sense of having a degree of generality across situations and 
stability across time.

 2. A strength contributes to various fulfi llments that comprise the good 
life, for the self and for others. Although strengths and virtues no 
doubt determine how an individual copes with adversity, our focus 
is on how they fulfi ll an individual. In keeping with the broad prem-
ise of positive psychology, strengths allow the individual to achieve 
more than the absence of distress and disorder. Th ey “break through 
the zero point” of psychology’s traditional concern with disease, 
disorder, and failure to address quality-of-life outcomes (Peterson, 
2000). 

 3. Although strengths can and do produce desirable outcomes, each 
strength is morally valued in its own right, even in the absence of 
obvious benefi cial outcomes. To say that a strength is morally valued 
is an important qualifi cation because there exist individual diff er-
ences that are widely valued and contribute to fulfi llment but still fall 
outside the classifi cation. Consider intelligence or athletic prowess. 
Th ese talents and abilities are cut from a diff erent cloth than are such 
character strengths as bravery or kindness. Talents are valued more 
for their tangible consequences (acclaim, wealth) than are charac-
ter strengths. Someone who “does nothing” with a talent like a high 
IQ or physical dexterity risks eventual disdain. In contrast, we never 
hear the criticism that a person did nothing with his or her hope or 
honesty. Talents and abilities can be squandered, but strengths and 
virtues cannot. 

 4. Th e display of a strength by one person does not diminish other 
people in the vicinity but, rather, elevates them. Onlookers are 
impressed, inspired, and encouraged by their observation of virtu-
ous action. Admiration is created, but not jealousy, because charac-
ter strengths are the sorts of characteristics to which all can and do 
aspire. Th e more people surrounding us who are kind, or curious, or 
humorous, the greater our own likelihood of acting in these ways. 

 5. As suggested by Erikson’s (1963) discussion of psychosocial stages 
and the virtues that result from their satisfactory resolutions, the 
larger society provides institutions and associated rituals for culti-
vating strengths and virtues. Th ese can be thought of as simulations: 
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trial runs that allow children and adolescents to display and develop 
a valued characteristic in a safe (as-if) context in which guidance is 
explicit.

 6. Yet another criterion for a character strength is the existence of con-
sensually recognized paragons of virtue. Paragons of character dis-
play what psychologists call a cardinal trait, and the ease with which 
people can think of paragons in their own social circles gives the lie 
to the claim that virtuous people are either phony or boring (Wolf, 
1982). Certainly, the virtuous people we each know are neither. In 
one of the preliminary strategies of validating assessment strategies, 
Peterson and Seligman (2004) asked research assistants to nominate 
people of their acquaintance who were paragons of virtue and pre-
vail upon them to complete our measures. No one had any diffi  culty 
thinking of appropriate respondents. 

 7. A fi nal criterion is that the strength is unidimensional and not able to 
be decomposed into other strengths in the classifi cation. For exam-
ple, the character strength of “tolerance” meets most of the other 
criteria enumerated but is a complex blend of critical thinking, kind-
ness, and fairness. Th e character strength of “responsibility” seems to 
result from persistence and teamwork. And so on.

Character Strengths

When the foregoing criteria were applied to the candidate strengths identifi ed 
through literature searches, what resulted were 24 positive traits organized 
under six broad virtues (see Table 13.1). Th ere are, of course, other positive 
traits that we might wish to encourage among people—ambition, autonomy, 
and patience, to name but a few—and their absence in the classifi cation refl ects 
the judgment that these are not as universally valued as the included entries. 

Assessment of Character Strengths

What distinguishes the VIA Classifi cation from previous attempts to articu-
late good character is its simultaneous concern with assessment. Most phi-
losophers emphasize that virtuous activity involves choosing virtue in light 
of a justifi able life plan. In more psychological language, this characterization 
means that people can refl ect on their own virtues and talk about them to 
others. Th ey may, of course, be misled and/or misleading, but virtues are not 
the sort of entities that are in principle outside the realm of self-commentary. 

Our measurement work has been deliberately broad. To date, we have 
devised and evaluated several diff erent methods: (a) focus groups to fl esh 
out the everyday meanings of character strengths among diff erent groups 
(Steen, Kachorek, & Peterson, 2003); (b) self-report questionnaires suitable 
for adults and young people (e.g., Park & Peterson, 2006c; Peterson, Park, & 
Seligman, 2005a); (c) structured interviews to identify what we call signature 
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strengths; (d) informant reports of how target individuals rise to the occa-
sion (or not) with appropriate strengths of character (e.g., courage in the face 
of fear; open-mindedness when confronting diffi  cult decisions; hope when 
encountering setbacks; and so on); (e) case studies of nominated paragons 
of specifi c strengths (e.g., Peterson & Seligman, 2004); (f) a content analysis 
procedure for assessing character strengths from unstructured descriptions 
of self and others (Park & Peterson, 2006a); and (g) strategies for scoring 

Table 13.1 VIA Classifi cation of Strengths

 1. Wisdom and knowledge
• Creativity: thinking of novel and productive ways to do things
• Curiosity: taking an interest in all of ongoing experience
• Open-mindedness: thinking things through and examining them from all sides
• Love of learning: mastering new skills, topics, and bodies of knowledge
• Perspective: being able to provide wise counsel to others

 2. Courage 
• Honesty and authenticity: speaking the truth and presenting oneself in a genuine way
• Bravery: not shrinking from threat, challenge, diffi  culty, or pain 
• Perseverance: fi nishing what one starts
• Zest: approaching life with excitement and energy

 3. Humanity 
• Kindness: doing favors and good deeds for others
• Love: valuing close relations with others 
• Social intelligence: being aware of the motives and feelings of self and others

 4. Justice 
• Fairness: treating all people the same according to notions of fairness and justice
• Leadership: organizing group activities and seeing that they happen
• Teamwork: working well as a member of a group or team 

 5. Temperance 
• Forgiveness: forgiving those who have done wrong
• Modesty: letting one’s accomplishments speak for themselves
• Prudence: being careful about one’s choices; not saying or doing things that 

might later be regretted
• Self-regulation: regulating what one feels and does

 6. Transcendence 
• Appreciation of beauty: noticing and appreciating beauty, excellence, and/or 

skilled performance in all domains of life
• Gratitude: being aware of and thankful for the good things that happen
• Hope: expecting the best and working to achieve it
• Humor: liking to laugh and joke; bringing smiles to other people

 7. Spirituality and religiousness
• Having coherent beliefs about the higher purpose and meaning of life
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positive traits from such archived material as obituaries. Th ese latter methods 
will greatly extend the reach of future studies to allow the investigation of 
good character among the quick, the dead, the famous, and the otherwise 
unavailable. Furthermore, they will allow longitudinal studies to be mounted 
retrospectively, so long as suitable verbal material for content analyses has 
been left  behind, a strategy described as the time machine method (Peterson & 
Seligman, 1984).

Space does not permit a detailed description of what has been learned about 
the reliability and validity of these diff erent methods for assessing strengths 
of character. Suffi  ce it to say that we have successfully established the inter-
nal consistency of our questionnaire scales and their test–retest stability over 
several months. We have investigated the validity of our methods for assess-
ing positive traits with the known-groups procedure and more generally by 
mapping out their nomological nets. We also note ongoing attempts to devise 
interventions to change character strengths (Park & Peterson, 2008), based on 
Kurt Lewin’s adage that one good way to understand a phenomenon is to try to 
change it. To the degree that interventions successfully target specifi c charac-
ter strengths as we measure them, we will have compelling evidence that they 
indeed are discrete individual diff erences captured by our assessment strate-
gies. Although these diff erent methods will likely converge in the strengths 
they identify within given individuals, we emphasize that each method will 
also provide unique information about good character (cf. Hedge, Borman, 
& Birkeland, 2001). Indeed, the relevant data at hand suggest convergence but 
not redundancy.

To develop and validate measures, we did not rely on college student sam-
ples. Although we of course believe that young adults have strengths of char-
acter, we were persuaded by previous thinkers from Aristotle to Erik Erikson 
that good character is most apt to be found among those who are mature, who 
have done more than rehearse work and love. 

To reach a wide range of adults, we placed questionnaires online (http://
www.authentichappiness.org). Critical to the appeal of this method, we 
believe, is that upon completion of the measures, respondents are given 
instant feedback about their top fi ve strengths. In addition to expediting our 
research, this strategy has taught us something about character: Being able to 
put a name to what one does well is intriguing and even empowering. 

If it is meaningful to generalize across our 500,000+ respondents, the typi-
cal person we have studied is a middle-aged adult who has attended college, 
has held various jobs, and is married or living as such. Females are over-
represented by a 2–3:1 margin. Th e majority of the respondents are from the 
United States; the remainder are mostly from English-speaking nations, but 
also represented are research participants from the rest of the world. Among 
U.S. respondents, the ethnic makeup of our samples approximates that of the 
nation as a whole, with a tilt toward European Americans. 

http://www.authentichappiness.org
http://www.authentichappiness.org


284 • Th e Human Quest for Meaning

Th ese research subjects are hardly a representative sample of the U.S. or 
world population, but we would like to stress the diversity of our respon-
dents across virtually all demographic contrasts (other than computer liter-
acy). Recently, researchers have shown that Internet studies typically enroll 
more diverse samples than do conventional studies using psychology subject 
pool samples at colleges or universities and that they are as valid as tradi-
tional research methods (Gosling, Vazire, Srivastava, & John, 2004; Kraut 
et al., 2004). In any event, our concern has been with what is common across 
respondents from diff erent groups and not what is unique, and we believe that 
the commonalities we have discovered are both striking and real.

Our Internet surveys have paid the dividend of a diverse sample, but we 
have additionally sought to establish the cross-cultural generality (or not) of 
our constructs by deliberately surveying people from diff erent nations and 
cultures about their recognition and valuing of diff erent strengths of char-
acter, using focus groups for nonliterate samples (e.g., Biswas-Diener, 2006). 
And our colleagues around the world have begun serious translations of our 
inventories into Chinese, French, German, Hindi, Italian, Japanese, Korean, 
Portuguese, Spanish, and Urdu. Th ese projects are in progress, although pre-
liminary data are consistent with the premise of universality.

Given the range of classifi ed traits, we are able to off er nuanced conclusions 
about their diff erential universality. Even within a given nation or culture, 
there is good reason for researchers to assess a number of diff erent strengths. 
We believe that good character is comprised of a family of positive traits and 
that no one person will show all or even most of them (Walker & Pitts, 1998). 

Character Strengths and Meaning

How are strengths of character related to measures of meaning? Available 
to us were responses from a large Internet sample of adults to surveys about 
character, meaning, and well-being.2 Specifi cally, participants completed the 
Values in Action Inventory of Strengths (VIA-IS; Peterson, Park, & Seligman, 
2005a), which yields scores for each of the 24 character strengths of interest to 
us; the Orientation to Happiness Scale (Peterson, Park, & Seligman, 2005b), 
which measures the endorsement of pleasure, engagement, and meaning as 
routes to happiness; the Meaning in Life Questionnaire (Steger et al., 2006), 
which assesses both the presence of meaning and the search for meaning; 
the Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS; Diener, Emmons, Larsen, & Griffi  n, 
1985), which assesses overall satisfaction with life as it has been lived; the 
Positive and Negative Aff ect Schedule (PANAS; Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 
1988); and the Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale (CES-D; 
Radloff , 1977).

2 Some of these data were reported by Peterson, Ruch, Beerman, Park, and Seligman 
(2007).
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Th is was an exploratory study, but we had some general hypotheses. Based 
on past research, we expected an orientation to meaning and the presence of 
meaning to be positively associated with life satisfaction and positive aff ect 
and negatively associated with depression and negative aff ect. Although one 
could argue as did Seligman (2002) that any and all character strengths con-
tribute to a life of meaning, we nonetheless expected that the strengths of 
character associated with life satisfaction—curiosity, gratitude, hope, love, 
and zest—would be the ones most strongly linked to an orientation to mean-
ing and the presence of meaning, as would such strengths as perspective and 
religiousness (Steger & Frazier, 2005). Finally, in keeping with the fi ndings of 
Steger and colleagues, we expected that the search for meaning would show 
smaller associations with most strengths of character and measures of well-
being. Indeed, given that people usually search for meaning when it is absent 
in their lives, these associations with well-being might even be negatives ones.

Sample

Th e sample consisted of many thousands of adult respondents who com-
pleted one or more of the measures of interest on the Authentic Happiness 
website (http://www.authentichappiness.com) between September 2002 and 
December 2005. Respondents registered on the website and provided demo-
graphic information. Th en, they completed measures of their choosing. 
Accordingly, sample size varied across measures (see Table 13.2), although in 
each of the analyses reported here, the degrees of freedom exceeded 4,000. 

Respondents received immediate feedback about their scores relative 
to other respondents, and this feature seemed to motivate participants. 
Respondents presumably came to the website to learn more about positive 
psychology and themselves. Questionnaires on this website were presented 
only in English. For the relatively small number (~5%) of respondents who 
completed a measure more than once, only the fi rst set of scores was used for 
the analyses reported here.

Most respondents were from the United States (61%), although respondents 
were from almost 200 diff erent nations, notably the United Kingdom (7%), 
Canada (6%), Australia (4%), and New Zealand (1%). Th ere were more females 
than males (71% vs. 29%). Th e typical age of respondents was 40 years of age, 
with a range across the adult years. Th e typical level of educational attainment 
for respondents was a few years of college, ranging from less than high school 
to postbaccalaureate. Relative to the U.S. and world populations as a whole, 
respondents were highly educated, and most had college degrees (66%). 

Measures

Values in Action Inventory of Strengths Th e VIA-IS is a face-valid question-
naire that uses 5-point Likert-style items to measure the degree to which 
respondents endorse items refl ecting the 24 strengths of character in our 

http://www.authentichappiness.com
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Table 13.2 Correlates of Meaning

Mean (SD)
Orientation 
to Meaning

Presence 
of 

Meaning

Search 
for 

Meaning

Orientation to happiness (N = 29,987)
Pleasure 3.12 (.86) 0.17*** 0.17*** −0.05***
Engagement 3.09 (.74) 0.44*** 0.43*** −0.14***
Meaning 3.50 (.94) — 0.67*** −0.04

Meaning in life (N = 10,099)
Presence 23.5 (8.1) 0.67*** — −0.33***
Search 24.8 (7.5) −0.14*** −0.33*** —

Life satisfaction (N = 61,494) 21.3 (7.5) 0.41*** 0.57*** −0.31***
PANAS (N = 62,998)

Positive aff ect 28.8 (8.3) 0.44*** 0.51*** −0.16***
Negative aff ect 15.8 (6.6) −0.19*** −0.33*** 0.19***

Depressive symptoms (N = 13.343) 17.4 (13.6) −0.32*** −0.52*** 0.28***
Character strengths (N = 283,576)

Religiousness 3.47 (.89) 0.66* 0.61*** −0.07***
Gratitude 3.90 (.62) 0.54*** 0.51*** −0.10***
Hope 3.60 (.68) 0.50*** 0.62*** −0.23***
Zest 3.57 (.66) 0.48*** 0.58*** −0.21***
Perspective 3.77 (.55) 0.48*** 0.46*** −0.09***
Love 3.91 (.60) 0.46*** 0.50*** −0.16***
Curiosity 3.97 (.56) 0.45*** 0.46*** −0.14***
Leadership 3.75 (.55) 0.41*** 0.31*** −0.03
Bravery 3.66 (.61) 0.39*** 0.37*** −0.11***
Social intelligence 3.76 (.56) 0.39*** 0.37*** −0.06***
Kindness 3.96 (.53) 0.38*** 0.30*** −0.04
Forgiveness 3.64 (.66) 0.35*** 0.30*** −0.08***
Teamwork 3.69 (.55) 0.35*** 0.30*** −0.06***
Fairness 3.99 (.50) 0.35*** 0.22*** −0.03
Beauty 3.78 (.68) 0.34*** 0.23*** 0.07***
Honesty 3.96 (.48) 0.33*** 0.31*** −0.11***
Creativity 3.76 (.60) 0.31*** 0.24*** 0.01
Learning 3.83 (.65) 0.30*** 0.22*** 0.02
Perseverance 3.62 (.67) 0.29*** 0.37*** −0.14***
Humor 3.81 (.63) 0.29*** 0.30*** −0.11***
Judgment 3.96 (.52) 0.29*** 0.22*** −0.01
Self-regulation 3.29 (.63) 0.27*** 0.32*** −0.11***
Prudence 3.47 (.58) 0.21*** −0.20*** −0.03
Modesty 3.39 (.63) 0.11*** 0.08*** 0

Th ese are partial correlations that control for age, gender, and education; ***p < .001.
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character classifi cation (from 1 = “very much unlike me” to 5 = “very much 
like me”). Th ere are 10 items per strength. For example, the character strength 
of hope is measured with items that include “I know that I will succeed with 
the goals I set for myself.” Th e strength of gratitude is measured with such 
items as “At least once a day, I stop and count my blessings.” Responses were 
averaged across the relevant items to provide scores for each of the 24 charac-
ter strengths.

Details concerning the reliability and validity of the VIA-IS are presented 
elsewhere (Park & Peterson, 2006b). Briefl y: (a) all scales have acceptable reli-
abilities (as > .70); (b) test–retest correlations for all scales over a four-month 
period are substantial (rs > .70) and in almost all cases approach their inter-
nal consistencies; (c) scores are skewed to the right but have coeffi  cients of 
variation ranging from .15 to .25, implying acceptable variability; (d) self-
nomination of strengths correlate substantially (rs > .5) with the matching 
scale scores; and (e) ratings by friends or family members of a respondent’s 
top strengths correlate moderately (rs ≅ .3) with the matching scale scores for 
most of the 24 strengths, implying that the VIA-IS refl ects something more 
than just self-perception.

Orientation to Happiness Scale Th e Orientation to Happiness Scale is an 
18-item measure that consists of six items measuring the degree to which 
one endorses each of three orientations to happiness: engagement (e.g., “I am 
always very absorbed in what I do”); pleasure (e.g., “Life is too short to post-
pone the pleasures it can provide”); and meaning (e.g., “I have a responsibility 
to make the world a better place”). Each item required a respondent to answer 
on a 5-point scale the degree to which the item applies (1 = “very much unlike 
me” through 5 = “very much like me”). Scores are averaged across the relevant 
items to yield scores refl ecting the endorsement of engagement, pleasure, and 
meaning as routes to happiness. Peterson, Park, and Seligman (2005b) showed 
that these three subscales are reliable (as ≅ .70) and for the most part empiri-
cally distinct. 

Meaning in Life Questionnaire Th e Meaning in Life Questionnaire is a 
10-item measure that consists of fi ve items indicating the presence of meaning 
(e.g., “I understand my life’s meaning”) and fi ve items measuring the search 
for meaning (e.g., “I am always looking to fi nd my life’s purpose”). Participants 
respond to each item on a 7-point scale (from 1 = “absolutely untrue” to 7 = 
“absolutely true”). Scores are summed separately for the two components of 
meaning. Th ese subscales are reliable and stable (Steger et al., 2006). Th ey are 
negatively correlated but distinct.

Satisfaction With Life Scale Th e SWLS of Diener, Emmons, Larsen, and 
Griffi  n (1985) consists of fi ve items that measure the individual’s evaluation 
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of satisfaction with his or her life in general (e.g., “I am satisfi ed with my 
life” and “If I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing”). 
Respondents select one of seven options (ranging from “strongly disagree” 
to “strongly agree”) for each question. Responses are summed to provide 
a total life satisfaction score. Research has established excellent psycho-
metric properties for the SWLS (Diener, 1994). Th e measure is highly 
reliable and has a large network of sensible correlates. Although SWLS 
scores are typically skewed toward the right, meaning that most respon-
dents are relatively happy, in most samples there is nonetheless a range in 
life satisfaction.

Positive and Negative Affect Schedule Th e PANAS is a 20-item measure of 
experienced aff ect, positive and negative (Watson, Clark, & Tellegen, 1988). 
It asks respondents to rate on 5-point scales (from 1 = “very slightly or not at 
all” to 5 = “extremely”) adjectives describing dominant moods during the past 
week. Scores are created by summing positive aff ect items (e.g., “inspired”) 
and negative aff ect items (e.g., “scared”) separately. Th e PANAS is demonstra-
bly reliable and valid, and the evidence is particular strong that positive aff ect 
and negative aff ect are independent factors.

Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression Scale A self-report scale, CES-D 
(Radloff , 1977) contains 20 items symptomatic of depression, responded to on 
0–3-point scales. Scores are summed, and high scores indicate a greater level 
of depression. Th e CES-D was designed to avoid the problem of some depres-
sion scales of overemphasizing somatic items that frequently characterize 
nondepressed older persons or persons with disabilities. Respondents indicate 
the extent to which they have experienced the symptoms over the past week. 

Results

We fi rst looked at demographic correlates of the study’s major measures. 
Consistent with past research, women were more likely than men to endorse 
such character strengths as appreciation of beauty (r = 0.17), gratitude 
(r = 0.20), kindness (r = 0.18), and love (r = 0.16) but less likely to endorse cre-
ativity (r = −0.13). Th ere were no substantive gender diff erences with respect 
to any of the measures of meaning (all rs < 0.06). Older respondents reported a 
greater orientation to meaning (r = 0.06) and to engagement (r = 0.14) and less 
of an orientation to pleasure (r = −0.18). Older respondents also reported more 
positive aff ect (r = 0.16) and less negative aff ect (r = −0.16). Older resp ondents 
were somewhat more likely than younger respondents to report the presence 
of meaning (r = 0.08) and less likely to indicate that they were searching for 
meaning (r = −0.13). More educated respondents reported less of an orienta-
tion to pleasure (r = −0.14), a greater orientation to meaning (r = 0.15), greater 
presence of meaning (r = 0.14), and less depression (r = −0.13).
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We then examined the intercorrelations among the meaning measures, 
controlling for age, gender, and level of education (see Table 13.2). Because 
of the large sample size, virtually all these partial correlations were statisti-
cally signifi cant, so we limit our attention to those notable on theoretical 
grounds. As Steger, Frazier, and Oishi (2006) found, the presence of mean-
ing and the search for meaning were negatively and moderately associated 
(r = −0.33). Orientation to meaning was positively and strongly associated 
with the presence of meaning (r = 0.67) but minimally associated the search 
for meaning (r = −0.04). Interestingly, an orientation to engagement was 
also positively associated with the presence of meaning (r = 0.42), raising 
questions about directions of implied causality. Being highly engaged in 
what one does may lead to a sense that one’s life is meaningful, but having 
a sense of meaning seems just as likely to lead to engagement in whatever it 
is that one is doing.

Table 13.2 also shows correlations between the measures of well-being and 
character strengths and the diff erent indices of meaning, again controlling 
for age, gender, and level of education. Th ese data were coherent and much as 
expected. Both an orientation to meaning and the presence of meaning were 
positively associated with life satisfaction and positive aff ect and negatively 
associated with depression and negative aff ect. Th e strengths of character 
most highly associated with life satisfaction were strongly linked to an ori-
entation to meaning and the presence of meaning: curiosity, gratitude, hope, 
love, and zest. Also highly associated with meaning were the strengths of reli-
giousness, perspective, leadership, bravery, and social intelligence. Th e char-
acter strength correlates of the search for meaning tended to be more modest 
and negative, with hope (partial r = −0.23) and zest (partial r = −0.21) showing 
the strongest associations.

Discussion

Th is study showed that meaning is associated with strengths of character, 
some more so than others. Th at an orientation to meaning and the presence of 
meaning were strongly correlated with the character strengths that previous 
research linked to life satisfaction is not surprising, given that “meaning” is an 
important component of the psychological good life. However, these meaning 
measures were also associated with strengths of character not so highly pre-
dictive of life satisfaction, specifi cally religiousness, perspective, leadership, 
bravery, and social intelligence. 

Indeed, the strongest character correlate of meaning in the present sample 
was religiousness. Religious beliefs are not the only perspective with which 
to frame a life of meaning, but they certainly provide an important one 
(Emmons, 1999). Th e majority of the respondents were from the United States, 
and the United States is a relatively religious country (Inglehart & Norris, 
2004). Further research needs to take a more explicit cross-national focus to 
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see if this result also holds in such more secular countries as those of Northern 
Europe (cf. Peterson, Ruch, Beerman, Park, & Seligman, 2007).

Th e VIA Classifi cation defi nes perspective as the ability to off er wise coun-
sel to others, and the VIA-IS operationalizes bravery with a number of items 
that entail going against the social grain to express unpopular opinions. Th e 
presence of meaning in one’s life would be expected to have close links with 
both of these strengths. Social intelligence and leadership allow a person to 
contribute to an external good, so their strong associations with the meaning 
measures also make sense.

Limitations of the present study include its cross-sectional design, which 
precludes causal conclusions, and its reliance on self-report measures. Th e 
individual’s own point of view is of course relevant to understanding meaning 
and, for that matter, strengths of character, but issues of social desirability and 
other response sets can be raised. Alleviating some of these concerns is that 
both the Meaning of Life Questionnaire and the VIA-IS have been validated 
against informant reports.

Earlier in this chapter, we praised Internet samples because they yield 
diverse respondents. However, the careful reader may have noticed from the 
means in Table 13.2 that the typical research participant in our study was not 
especially happy. Life satisfaction scores on average were several scale points 
lower than what is usually found in non-Internet samples (Veenhoven, 2006), 
and CES-D scores placed many respondents in the moderately depressed 
range (Myers & Weissman, 1980). Positive psychology rhetoric holds that the 
fi eld is interested in moving people from +2 to +5 (Seligman, 2002), but those 
individuals who take the time to complete online positive psychology mea-
sures oft en reside south of neutral. In retrospect, how could this not be? We 
need to recognize the special nature of our Internet sample and more gener-
ally the constituency of positive psychology among the general public.

Peterson, Park, and Seligman’s (2005b) orientation-to-meaning subscale 
was highly associated with Steger and colleague’s  (2006) presence-of-meaning 
subscale, suggesting that they tap the same construct and providing further 
construct validity for each measure. Orientation to meaning was essentially 
independent of the search for meaning, underscoring the importance of the 
distinction by Steger and colleagues between the presence versus the search 
for meaning.

Th e present data showed that the search for meaning was associated with 
somewhat lower life satisfaction, greater depression, less positive aff ect, and 
more negative aff ect. As Steger et al. (2006) observed, one is more likely to 
search for meaning when one is dissatisfi ed (cf. King, Hicks, Krull, & Del 
Gaiso, 2006). It is also conceivable that a search for meaning—at least if 
futile—leads to dysphoria.

Is the search for meaning therefore undesirable? Given Frankl’s (1959) 
emphasis on the search for meaning, and similar views by Maddi (1970), 
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Crumbaugh (1977), and others, this conclusion needs to be examined care-
fully. Th e Meaning in Life Questionnaire is one of the fi rst measures to distin-
guish the presence of meaning from the search for meaning, so the relevant 
data are just starting to appear. Th at the search for meaning is moderately 
associated with negative feelings does not in itself mean that the search for 
meaning is undesirable. One way to fi nd meaning is to search for it, and this 
search may be neither easy nor particularly pleasant (Baumeister & Vohs, 
2005). Although longitudinal data are needed to support a developmental 
claim, it is of note that in our sample, older respondents were somewhat more 
likely to report the presence of meaning in their lives and somewhat less likely 
to be searching for it. Older respondents were also less oriented to pleasure 
and more oriented to meaning and to engagement.

Steger et al. (2006) observed that the presence of meaning does not pre-
clude the search for further meaning. Indeed, they proposed that when both 
exist, a person should fare especially well. Th eir two scales are negatively asso-
ciated, but not so highly that presence and search cannot coexist. We therefore 
wondered how these two components of meaning might interact with respect 
to life satisfaction. 

We computed a multiple regression predicting life satisfaction. We entered 
demographics (age, education, and gender) in the fi rst block, presence and 
search for meaning (both centered) in the second block, and their product 
in the third block. Th e overall regression was signifi cant, R2 = .36, F = 587, 
p < .001, and signifi cant beta coeffi  cients in the fi nal model were age (−0.09), 
education (0.09), presence of meaning (0.58), search for meaning (−0.14), and, 
most interesting, the interaction (0.07). To interpret this interaction, we split 
the sample into four groups according to the presence-of-meaning scores; 
then, within each subsample we calculated the correlation between search for 
meaning and life satisfaction (controlling for age, education, and gender). As 
Figure 13.1 shows, these partial correlations were negative except among the 
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top quarter of respondents, where the partial correlation was positive. Said 
another way, the search for meaning is associated with lower satisfaction 
except for those people who have already found meaning; for the latter, the 
ongoing search represents value-added vis-à-vis a satisfi ed life.

Conclusions

Th e fi eld of positive psychology is conventionally divided into the study of 
positive emotions, positive traits, and enabling institutions (Peterson, 2006). 
Th e study of meaning spans these areas and is therefore of central concern 
to positive psychology. Although the research described here approached 
meaning as an individual diff erence—a positive trait—meaning is 
strongly linked to feelings and for many individuals goes hand in hand with 
the venerable institution of religion. Positive psychologists stress that their 
interest extends beyond “happiness” yet routinely use life satisfaction or 
happiness measures as the chief outcome of interest (e.g., Seligman, Steen, 
Park, & Peterson, 2005). Perhaps measures of meaning should be employed 
as well.

Psychometrically sound measures of meaning now exist that avoid such 
obvious confounds as item overlap with putative outcomes. Even so, strong 
associations between measures of meaning and well-being remain, showing 
that the presence of meaning is an excellent marker of the good life. Could 
anyone say with sincerity that his or her life is without meaning or purpose 
but nonetheless a good one? 

Th e study of meaning has a sustained lineage within psychology, and 
positive psychologists would be wise to heed the available lessons from this 
work. First, positive psychologists cannot ignore the negative—stress and 
challenge—in understanding what it means to live well. What is most trou-
bling in life can set the stage for what is most fulfi lling. Consider that complex 
emotional experiences oft en blend the positive and negative; that optimism is 
most apparent when people confront setbacks and failures; that crisis reveals 
strengths of character; that ongoing challenge is a prerequisite to experience 
fl ow in the moment and to achieve something important in a lifetime; and so 
on (Peterson, 2006).

Second, although stores overfl ow with self-help books describing simple 
steps toward lasting happiness, there is no corresponding genre for how to 
attain a meaningful life. Th ose who study meaning recognize that there 
are no eff ortless steps for attaining it, and positive psychologists should be 
similarly modest in their claims and stick close to the conclusions that data 
actually allow. Research implies that meaning can emerge from internalized 
religion, from charitable work, and from community involvement, but all 
entail a full-fl edged lifestyle as opposed to a one-shot intervention. Given 
the robust links between certain strengths of character and a life of mean-
ing, perhaps another route to a meaningful life lies through good character. 
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Again, we stress that the cultivation of character requires ongoing work 
(Park & Peterson, 2008).

In the beginning of this chapter, we raised the question whether meaning 
is the most important aspect of human existence and suggested that this is, at 
least in part, an empirical question. Accumulating evidence presented in this 
volume and elsewhere builds a strong case for the importance of meaning. We 
have previously written that a three-word summary of positive psychology is 
possible: Other people matter (Peterson, 2006). Perhaps a two-word summary 
will someday be equally apt: Meaning matters.
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Th e relentless human propensity to interpret all events and experiences has 
encouraged many thinkers throughout the ages to conclude that a fundamen-
tal need or drive for meaning is an innate part of the human mind. Small 
children endlessly ask “why?” in response to adult generalizations and expla-
nations. Teenagers question what they have learned from parents and authori-
ties by way of forming their own conclusions. Adults analyze the nuances of 
their spouses’ acts as well as the grand import or causal implications of national 
events, from politics to sports. People may ruminate for years to search for 
meaning behind unfathomable events; they turn to scientifi c experts, poets, 
or religious leaders to give meaning to the incomprehensible. 

Yet how is the quest for meaning structured, and what can satisfy it? Our 
approach to this question has been to collect fi rst-person narratives of people’s 
everyday life events, such as minor interpersonal confl icts and romantic heart-
break. We then compare diff erent perspectives on similar events. For example, 
as we will describe, people who have their hearts broken off er stories about 
unrequited love that diff er in systematic ways from the stories told by people 
who played the role of rejector and broke someone else’s heart. Such compari-
sons off er a key to understanding the interpretive activity of the human mind. 
If the events are roughly the same in an objective sense, then the systematic 
diff erences between the groups of stories refl ect how the individual’s inter-
pretation is shaped by perspective, motivation, and bias.
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Narratives are particularly instructive as a method of studying the human 
drive for meaning. McAdams (1993) has argued that self-knowledge is cre-
ated, organized, and stored in the form of narratives. In other words, the 
things people know and feel about themselves and others are based not on 
trait terms but on stories. McAdams further argues that answering the grand 
question “Who am I?” is best answered by telling one’s life story. Narratives 
can be a rich source of information about personal meaning and a valuable 
tool in understanding the human drive for meaning. 

Our central argument is that people seek meaning in ordinary events along 
the same lines that they seek meaning in life generally. Th at is, the same fac-
tors that guide the eff ort to make sense out of life in general (so as to have a 
meaningful life) shape the daily eff orts to make sense out of individual expe-
riences. Baumeister (1991) proposed that the human quest for a meaningful 
life is shaped by four needs for meaning, and we will invoke these same needs 
to explain the meaning-making activities of everyday life (see Baumeister & 
Newman, 1994).

First, people need a sense of purpose in life. Th at is, people want to perceive 
their current activities as relating to future outcomes, and so current events 
draw meaning from possible future circumstances. Purposiveness includes 
meeting objective goals and reaching a state of subjective fulfi llment. Second, 
people desire feelings of effi  cacy. Th at is, they seek to interpret events in ways 
that support the belief that they have control over their outcomes and that 
they can make a diff erence in some important way. Th ird, people want to view 
their actions as having positive value or as being morally justifi ed. Fourth, 
people want a sense of positive self-worth. Th ey seek ways of establishing that 
they are good, admirable, worthy individuals with desirable traits.

People are most happy when these needs for meaning are satisfi ed 
(Baumeister, 1991). However, it is not enough to conclude simply that one has 
a sense of purpose, effi  cacy, value, and self-worth. Rather, these conclusions 
must derive logically from the evidence drawn from one’s own life experi-
ences. People must fi nd a way to make sense of events whose implications 
contradict their understanding of what makes life meaningful. Th is drive to 
make sense of life events involves such processes as searching for a higher pur-
pose in negative or tragic life events, presenting the self in ways that enhance 
feelings of moral rectitude, construing a connection or coherency among out-
comes that are truly unpredictable, and reinterpreting ego threats in ways that 
refl ect positively on the self.

Th e drive for purpose, effi  cacy, value, and self-worth may be explored 
through use of autobiographical narratives in which individuals describe the 
events preceding and following important life outcomes. Evidence for personal 
meaning oft en appears under conditions in which one or more of the needs 
for meaning are thwarted. Life stories communicate a wealth of information 
regarding the ways in which people counteract the loss of meaning. Much of 
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the evidence presented in this chapter is thus based on the personal accounts 
of individuals who have experienced such negative or anxiety- inducing events 
as interpersonal confl icts or unexpected changes in lifestyle. Th e fi ndings gen-
erally reveal that the construction of narratives provides individuals with an 
opportunity to restructure events in memory in ways that refl ect positively on 
the self and add a sense of coherence and stability to what would otherwise be 
viewed as a random and unpredictable world. 

Four Needs for Meaning

Life stories oft en refl ect more than one type of meaning. Th at is, several needs 
for meaning may be threatened or satisfi ed by a single event. For instance, a 
virtuous person may be proud of having the ability to uphold a high standard 
of moral principles. Any event that subsequently tarnishes the person’s char-
acter or calls into question the person’s integrity could then cause a drop in 
perceived effi  cacy, value, or self-worth or perhaps all three. As another exam-
ple, a highly successful author who suddenly fi nds himself incapable of com-
pleting a book might lose both a sense of effi  cacy and a sense of purpose in life. 

Th ere is evidence that negative events cause a decrease in multiple needs for 
meaning. One such negative event that can be experimentally administered is 
interpersonal rejection. Williams (1997, 2002) has argued that social rejection 
harms multiple human needs and, in particular, renders people less able to 
make sense of their lives. One way of manipulating interpersonal rejection (or 
acceptance) in the laboratory involves Cyberball, an interactive ball-tossing 
computer game in which participants are assigned to be either included or 
excluded by what they perceive as fellow students (Williams, Cheung, & Choi, 
2000). In fact, there are no other students—the computer includes or excludes 
participants by controlling the behavior of the on-screen characters ostensibly 
controlled by other students. 

Following interpersonal rejection using the Cyberball program, par-
ticipants report an extensive reduction in the perceived meaningfulness of 
life (Stillman et al., 2009). Specifi cally, those rejected report an increase in 
the perceived meaninglessness of life, as measured by the Kunzendorf No 
Meaning Scale (Kunzendorf & McGuire, 1994; Kunzendorf, Moran, & Gray, 
1995–1996). Items on this scale refl ect all four of Baumeister’s (1991) proposed 
needs for meaning. For instance, “Life has no meaning or purpose” (purpo-
siveness); “All strivings in life are futile and absurd” (effi  cacy and control); “It 
does not matter whether I live or die” (value and justifi cation); “I just don’t 
care about myself any more” (self-worth). Th us, negative events can disrupt 
meaning broadly. Given the fundamental human drive to form close rela-
tionships (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Buss, 1990), a loss in meaning might be 
particularly evident following social exclusion. In short, although purpose, 
effi  cacy, value, and self-worth represent distinctly diff erent types of meaning, 
a single event (e.g., succeeding or failing at a goal) can aff ect more than one 
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type of meaning. Th e boundaries between these diff erent types of meanings 
can be blurred. 

Needs for meaning may also confl ict with one another. Th us, for example, 
one may wish to derogate a rival in eff orts to increase self-worth but simul-
taneously feel concerned about losing respect (value) in the eyes of others. 
Under these circumstances, there are no clear criteria for determining in an a 
priori fashion which need will predominate. Later stories about such events, 
however, typically relate the relative import of each need through the narra-
tor’s description of the actions taken. Using the previous example, one may 
suppress the desire to denigrate an adversary in an attempt to appear decent 
and good to others, but then one may subsequently suff er a loss in self-esteem 
because of the lost opportunity to assert one’s superiority. Or, one may aggress 
toward the rival and increase one’s sense of worth but then lose face in the eyes 
of others. Th e narrator’s description of the event and his or her reaction to 
the event together convey the strength of each need and the process by which 
meaning is restored.

A single life story may therefore be taken as supporting the existence of 
one or more meanings proposed by Baumeister (1991). For clarifi cation 
purposes, the research fi ndings discussed here are presented according to 
whether they off er main support for the need for purpose, effi  cacy, value, or 
self-worth (though the overlap among these needs should become apparent). 
Th is framework has proven useful for organizing a wide range of stories based 
on everything from seemingly trivial circumstances (e.g., a short-lived argu-
ment with a spouse) to life-altering situations (e.g., becoming a quadriplegic; 
Baumeister & Newman, 1994).

Need for Purpose: Objective Goals and Subjective Fulfillments

A sense of purpose probably comes closest to everyday conceptions of life’s 
meaning (see Frankl, 1959/1976; see also Chapter 2, this volume, for the ety-
mology and evolution of purpose). To believe in life’s purpose is to believe that 
one is here for a reason, whether that reason is chosen by oneself, assigned by 
society, or decreed by divine powers. People have a sense of purpose in life 
when they perceive that their current behaviors are linked to future, desired 
outcomes. Th is form of meaning can be found through the pursuit of both 
objective goals and more subjective states of fulfi llment. Undergoing years of 
education in an eff ort to secure a satisfying job would be an example of plan-
ning one’s life around an objectively determined goal. Th e everyday drudgery 
and poverty of student life may be more meaningful and purposeful to stu-
dents when the distant goal of being a knowledgeable being with good creden-
tials is kept in mind.

Not all purposes are objective goals; some are subjective states of fulfi ll-
ment (Baumeister, 1991). Indeed, although most students seem to have specifi c 
career goals or ambitions that they are pursuing, we like to think that some 
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are motivated by the intrinsic desire for understanding and knowledge. More 
obviously, people are sometimes driven by the quest for happiness or for spiri-
tual salvation, and these future states can likewise shape how people interpret 
their events. Indeed, some major religions have proposed that salvation is not 
to be expected until aft er death, and yet the most important meaning of one’s 
current life and activities is in relation to that state of fulfi llment to be attained 
aft er death. 

One role religion plays is to put the events of life in the context of a quest 
for future spiritual salvation. As such, religion has provided a sense of purpose 
to the lives of many people throughout history. Th e positive ways in which 
religion provides purpose to life are less striking and less easily observed rela-
tive to the carnage and devastation that have resulted from extremist religious 
ideologies. Nevertheless, those individuals who seek a life purpose through 
the practice of religion or spirituality demonstrate a variety of benefi ts rela-
tive to those who seek meaning elsewhere. A partial list of the benefi ts include 
such health benefi ts as improved immune function, reduced depression, 
lower blood pressure, and delayed mortality (Townsend, Kladder, Ayele, & 
Mulligan; 2002). Religion and spirituality also increase relationship satis-
faction (Fincham, Beach, Lambert, Stillman, & Braithwaite; 2007; Mahoney 
et al., 1999) and lower the risk of divorce (Booth, Johnson, Branaman, & Sica; 
1995; Clydesdale, 1997; Fergusson, Horwood, & Shannon, 1984). Successfully 
dealing with the process of aging also corresponds with spiritual and religious 
practice (Koenig, Smiley, & Gonzales, 1988; see also Chapter 1, this volume).

Th roughout history, religion has shaped how people view their life purpose 
in dramatically diff erent ways (e.g., martyrdom, helping the needy, or escap-
ing from suff ering). Religious teachings cause people to give their money to 
strangers voluntarily, go without food, abstain from sexual activity, even kill 
themselves and others. Why would humans voluntarily perform activities 
that seemingly work against the biological imperatives of survival and repro-
duction? Baumeister (2005) argues that evolution shaped humans for culture. 
Th at is, humans are biologically designed to absorb and participate in large 
systems of meaning, such as religion (or democracy, conservation movements, 
etc.). As a result, the purpose people see in life varies substantially as a func-
tion of their participation in religion.

It appears that actual achievement is less important for a sense of pur-
pose than is the process of working toward one’s goals. People do not become 
permanently satisfi ed upon reaching some goal or fulfi llment state. Indeed, 
Baumeister (1991) coined the term myth of fulfi llment to refer to the contrast 
between popular notions of fulfi llment, which are generally permanent, and 
actual experiences of fulfi llment, which tend to be transient. In Western cul-
ture, the popular notion of passionate, romantic love is a striking example 
of the myth of fulfi llment because the image celebrated by novels, movies, 
poetry, and other sources promises undying love, whereas the empirical 
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evidence suggests that such feelings typically drop off  substantially aft er a few 
months or years. 

Th e mythical nature of fulfi llment is suggested by the fact that the pro-
cess of approaching it is oft en equally important as, or more important than, 
the fl eeting moments of bliss. Th is notion can be appreciated by considering 
narratives of fulfi lling sexual experiences. Baumeister (1988, 1989) examined 
stories drawn from magazines that solicit and publish narratives about mas-
ochism in eff orts to understand the appeal of this somewhat bizarre sexual 
practice. Th ese stories were characterized by elaborately detailed descriptions 
regarding the sequence of events preceding fulfi llment. Stories emphasized 
the process of being tied up, whipped, or otherwise subjugated by others, 
whereas the momentary fulfi llment of orgasm oft en received a relatively brief 
or cursory mention. Evidently, engaging in masochism and further relating 
this experience to others are unfulfi lling to the degree that they lack focus on 
the specifi c events leading to physical pleasure. Also, though not limited to 
stories about masochism, the simple act of relating one’s experiences to others 
may allow a person to exaggerate the perceived degree of fulfi llment he or she 
derived from the experience (Baumeister & Newman, 1994). 

Th e idea that a sense of purpose in life is characterized by a chronic pursuit 
of higher meaning is further illustrated in the life stories of people who have 
suff ered major negative life events. Th ompson and Janigian (1988) argued that 
people search for meaning when negative life events call into question beliefs 
that the world is orderly and that life has a purpose. Negative events are thus 
not evaluated in isolation but interpreted according to one’s life scheme or 
storylike representation of the self. Both positive and negative outcomes are 
imbedded in a larger mental framework for how one’s life should unfold. Th e 
acquisition of personal meaning involves a series of steps and, in this sense, 
has an underlying structure. 

Janoff -Bulman and Wortman (1977) interviewed paraplegic and quadri-
plegic individuals who had recently become paralyzed. As one might expect, 
the majority of respondents indicated that their victimization was the worst 
thing in the world that could have happened to them. In fact, the degree of 
self-blame for their victimization was higher than one would expect from an 
objective view of the circumstances under which the accidents occurred. Th e 
stories that participants generated, however, refl ected more than the partici-
pants’ simple need to view themselves as having some degree of control over 
events. Instead, these accounts focused on the higher purposes served by the 
victimizations. For example, when describing how they answered their own 
questions of “why me?” over half the victims generated stories that linked 
their fate to a higher sense of purpose, for instance, a newfound appreciation 
for life. Individuals oft en made comparisons between their former and pres-
ent selves and focused on what they had learned from the experience rather 
than dwelling on their new disabilities. Others who could not generate a clear 
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benefi t of their paralysis found solace in the conclusion that “God had a rea-
son.” Either way, victims best adapted to their new set of circumstances when 
they viewed their fates as predetermined and as being linked to future, desir-
able end-states. 

Similarly, Taylor (e.g., Meyer & Taylor, 1986; Taylor, 1983; Taylor & Levin, 
1976; Wood, Taylor, & Lichtman, 1985) spent several years investigating the 
processes by which people cope with negative life events. Her analysis revealed 
that three hallmarks of successful adjustment are fi nding meaning in an expe-
rience, which corresponds roughly to the need for purpose; maintaining mas-
tery over the environment (i.e., self-effi  cacy); and maintaining self-esteem 
through self-enhancing evaluations, which includes perceiving one’s actions 
as good and just. Taylor examined autobiographical accounts of victimiza-
tion and concluded that successful coping is linked directly to the percep-
tion that negative events serve a higher purpose (Taylor, 1983). For example, 
she found that over half of breast cancer victims reported that their illnesses 
caused them to reappraise their lives. Th is result included a reported increase 
in self-knowledge and a tendency to derive greater satisfaction from current 
relationships. Negative setbacks thus appear to threaten feelings of purpose, 
which in turn instigate the need to view misfortune as being linked to future, 
positive outcomes—in this case, a greater appreciation for life. 

Th e need for purpose thus drives people to attain objective goals and also 
pursue more idealized states of fulfi llment. Purpose as meaning is not contem-
plated with respect to one’s current situation but, rather, conceived according 
to the possibility of some future state of aff airs. Narrative thought is a pre-
ferred form of mental representation here because it preserves the temporal 
order of events, which is a central aspect of purpose. Life stories also provide 
researchers with an excellent resource for understanding how individuals 
cope with negative life events, specifi cally, by revealing narrators’ tendencies 
to view their victimization as linked to some positive outcome. By viewing a 
negative outcome as precursor for something positive, people can better cope 
with tragedy and maintain a sense of purpose in life.

Need for Efficacy and Control

Th e second need for meaning is that of effi  cacy or control. People want to 
believe that they make a diff erence and that they are capable of bringing about 
specifi c outcomes. Effi  cacy is thus related to purpose; the latter refl ects the 
need to view one’s actions as related to future outcomes, and the former entails 
the perception that one can achieve these outcomes. Mentally representing 
effi  cacious behavior in narrative form is benefi cial in that it preserves critical 
information regarding the necessary steps toward goal attainment. As noted 
earlier, perceiving a logical connection between events enhances predictability.

Murray and Holmes (1994) devised a creative method for exploring how 
people restructure past events in ways that allow them to maintain a sense 
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of effi  cacy in their romantic relationships. Th ese researchers asked people to 
generate narratives about their partners’ previous behaviors that facilitated 
or disrupted the development of intimacy in the relationship. Prior to writing 
these stories, half the participants were told that engaging in confl ict is healthy 
or good for the relationship, whereas the remaining half were informed that 
confl ict is bad for the relationship. Th e results showed that narrators reported 
higher levels of confl ict in their relationships when they believed confl ict was 
good as opposed to bad. In addition, partners’ dispositional tendencies toward 
confl ict avoidance were interpreted in a manner consistent with the perceived 
benefi ts of confl ict. When narrators believed that initiating confl ict was good, 
they made excuses for their partners’ confl ict avoidance and emphasized the 
partners’ other virtues. Conversely, when narrators perceived confl ict to be 
bad, they downplayed the negative implications of their partners’ tendencies 
to initiate confl ict and minimized the importance of interpersonal diff erences. 
It thus appears that people want to view themselves as eff ectively engaging in 
behaviors that are predictive of relationship success. Th is perception contrib-
utes to a sense of stability, predictability, and control in the relationship. 

Research examining the lay perception of free will is consistent with a 
need for effi  cacy in the construction of meaning (Stillman, Baumeister, & 
Mele, in press). In one study, all participants provided narratives concern-
ing an important experience in their lives. Half of the participants were fur-
ther instructed that the experience should be about a time they controlled 
an action that they felt was freely chosen by them. For example, one narrator 
proudly described a time that despite her fears of retaliation, she summoned 
the courage to demand that a loud, rude customer leave the restaurant she 
was managing. In contrast, the other half of participants were instructed to 
write about an important event in which they had not freely chosen the expe-
rience. One narrator described missing an important appointment and being 
sick because “my friends dragged me to the bar and made me drink. Th ey 
made me drink a lot because they said I was in a bad mood.” As suggested 
by these examples, free-will narratives were characterized by more positive 
outcomes than were the unfree narratives, according to raters who were blind 
to condition. Raters likewise scored the free-will narratives as substantially 
more positive in mood (with condition accounting for 37% of the variance 
in mood). Narrators were also more likely to describe behaviors that were 
consistent with their own moral code when prompted to write about events 
they believe they controlled. Th us, when participants were asked to pro-
vide narratives of meaningful life events for which they viewed themselves 
as responsible, the event outcomes were positive, the narratives pleasant in 
mood, and the behaviors upright and moral relative to those participants who 
were asked to describe meaningful events over which they did not perceive 
control. In short, varying effi  cacy and control resulted in narratives that dif-
fered widely in personal meaning. 
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Th e need for effi  cacy is further demonstrated in narratives in which people 
describe successful versus unsuccessful attempts at life change (Heatherton & 
Nichols, 1994). Th e contents of these stories are valuable indicators of effi  cacy 
because they refl ect not only individuals’ perceptions of control over day-to-
day events but also their abilities to eff ect positive, large-scale changes in their 
lives. Heatherton and Nichols found that compared to individuals who expe-
rienced failed attempts at life change, those who described successful attempts 
perceived greater degrees of behavioral control and personal responsibility for 
their outcomes. Failure narratives evidenced a higher rate of external attri-
butions and were more likely to include statements attesting to the diffi  culty 
of change. Successful change stories, conversely, were more dramatic; they 
oft en portrayed the narrator as one who was faced with many challenges and 
much suff ering but nevertheless was able to overcome these diffi  cult obstacles 
and achieve happiness. Success accounts also revealed a higher incidence of 
identity change. Narrators who achieved change despite diffi  cult obstacles 
reported a newfound knowledge or understanding of the self. Narrators who 
reported failure attempts reported little change in identity and instead tended 
to cling to their former roles. Success stories also were linked to a reappraisal 
of life goals, which in turn were associated with a perceived shift  in life mean-
ing. Th is fi nding relates back to the idea that people who fi nally achieve desir-
able end-states will then form new goals as a means of maintaining a sense of 
purpose in their lives.

One instance that involves an especially diffi  cult change in one’s life is 
that of divorce. A large literature on interpersonal relationships shows that 
people are very reluctant to break close attachments (see Baumeister & Leary, 
1995, for a review). It is of little surprise, then, that the dissolution of a mar-
riage results in a variety of negative emotional outcomes, including confu-
sion, regret, anger, negative aff ect, and decreases in self-esteem (Spanier & 
Castro, 1979). Another outcome might be a lost sense of effi  cacy. Th e fi ndings 
of Murray and Holmes (1994), discussed earlier, suggest that effi  cacy may be 
disrupted by divorce because individuals are confronted with the fact that 
things did not go the way they planned. In fact, other qualitative research sug-
gests that this is indeed the case. Gray and Silver (1990) interviewed divorced 
couples and compared spouses’ perceptions of events related to the marital 
breakup. Th e researchers found that both male and females assumed a rela-
tively greater proportion of responsibility for the breakup than they assigned 
to their partners. Further, the greater the control given to one’s former spouse, 
the poorer one’s own subsequent level of psychosocial adjustment. Distorted 
illusions of control over negative events thus appeared to facilitate adaptation 
to change. Th ese fi ndings reinforce the notion that a sense of effi  cacy promotes 
healthy adjustment to diffi  cult life circumstances.

Taken together, the evidence drawn from life stories suggests that people 
want to view themselves as capable of bringing about positive outcomes. 
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When life circumstances threaten a sense of effi  cacy, individuals will refl ect 
upon past events in a biased fashion and overestimate their own degree of 
control over events. Oft en this refl ection involves exaggerating the number of 
obstacles to successful change in attempts to make one’s achievements appear 
even more impressive. Finally, effi  cacy facilitates healthy, emotional adapta-
tion to negative life events. 

It is important to note that declarations of control oft en become superseded 
by other needs, mainly those for self-worth and value. Recall that individu-
als who experienced failed attempts at life change denied responsibility for 
their current outcomes and emphasized their diffi  culties in trying to change 
(Heatherton & Nichols, 1994). Negative outcomes were thus characterized by 
the absence, rather than presence, of self-effi  cacious behaviors. Here, admit-
ting to responsibilities for one’s own failure likely posed a threat to self-esteem. 
Concerns for effi  cacy may thus become overridden by needs to maintain a 
positive sense of self-worth. In a similar vein, narratives about both anger 
and unrequited love revealed a pattern of externalizing blame for others’ 
negative consequences (Baumeister, Stillwell, & Wotman, 1990; Baumeister, 
Wotman, & Stillwell, 1993). In these stories, needs to portray one’s actions as 
morally right and justifi ed necessitated denying responsibility for events. 

Need for Value and Justification

A third need for meaning is the desire to view one’s actions as good and just. 
A person wants to be able to refl ect upon past behaviors as being right or 
morally justifi ed. For example, infl icting harm on others is a clear violation 
of societal standards of right and wrong. Evidence suggesting a need for value 
oft en comes from stories about events in which individuals may be perceived 
as having brought harm to another. Narrators present the sequence of events 
in ways that absolve them of responsibility for others’ negative outcomes.

Th e need to see one’s actions as justifi ed can be seen in narratives about 
anger. Baumeister et al. (1990) asked people to write two stories, one about 
an instance in which they angered another and one which someone angered 
them. Th ese narratives were subjected to in-depth content analyses and com-
pared on the frequency of specifi c story characteristics. Th e researchers found 
a series of systematic diff erences between the way the transgressors and the 
way the victims described such transgressions. First, transgressors down-
played the bad consequences, oft en by asserting that the victim’s anger was 
completely unjustifi ed. Any bad consequences were discussed only in the 
presence of other information suggesting that the transgressors had good 
intentions and did not anticipate that their actions would bring the other 
harm. Transgressors reported attempts to apologize or to compensate for 
the misdeed. 

Second, transgressors presented mitigating circumstances, suggesting that 
they had a right to act the way they did. Th ird, transgressors externalized 
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blame in attempts to minimize their own responsibilities for any negative 
consequences incurred by the victim. Last, transgressors exhibited a pattern 
of temporal bracketing; that is, any harm doing was considered to be “in the 
past” and as having no negative implications for the current self. Th is view 
was in stark contrast to the perspective of victims, who continued to view the 
transgressor negatively and saw the past incident as refl ecting poorly on the 
current relationship.

Further evidence for a need for value comes from research on the lay per-
ceptions of free will described earlier (Stillman et al., in press). Participants 
who were asked to describe an instance in which they did something impor-
tant that was freely chosen by them provided narratives that diff ered substan-
tially from those who were asked to describe an event they did not control. 
Th ose individuals who wrote about events they controlled were more likely to 
write about morally upright actions (according to the narrators themselves) 
relative to those who wrote about events they did not control. For instance, 
one narrator in the free-will condition wrote about her organization of a char-
ity soccer tournament. In contrast, a narrator in the unfree condition wrote 
about causing her brother lasting emotional pain by refusing his help. Th us, 
when people wrote about actions for which they take responsibility, their nar-
rations described good and just behavior; but when they wrote about actions 
for which they did not take responsibility, they were more likely to write about 
doing something hurtful. 

Narratives about unrequited love also demonstrate a need for value 
(Baumeister & Wotman, 1992; Baumeister et al., 1993). Baumeister et al. 
(1993) asked people to describe experiences in which they were the object of 
another’s unsolicited aff ection and also times when they were rejected by a 
potential lover. Consistent with norms against hurting others, rejectors oft en 
felt guilty for bringing emotional pain to the would-be lover. Guilt is aversive 
emotion that results directly from viewing one’s own actions as bad or hurt-
ful (Baumeister, Reis, & Delespaul, 1995; Baumeister, Stillwell, & Heatherton, 
1994). Th e allusions to guilt suggest that people worry that breaking some-
one’s heart is wrong and hence in need of justifi cation.

Sure enough, rejectors fi lled their narratives with comments that might 
help justify their acts. Th ey denied intention to cause harm and indeed oft en 
reported playing a passive role (which would minimize their responsibility). 
Many insisted that they had done nothing to encourage the other’s aff ection, 
a fact that would indeed reduce or eliminate their guilt. Th ey oft en reported 
that they had tried to be explicit, clear, and considerate in discouraging the 
would-be lover’s interest in them.

Some rejectors even conceived of themselves as victims when repeated 
attempts to thwart the advances of the other proved futile. In their accounts, 
the would-be lover was the irrationally persistent actor in the situation, 
whereas they were the innocent bystander who was helpless to bring the 
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unpleasant situation to an end. As Baumeister and Newman (1994) suggested, 
claiming the victim status provides a sort of moral immunity. Th e victim role 
carries with it the advantage of receiving sympathy from others and thereby 
prevents the unrequited love episode as impugning one’s character. Perceived 
victimization also provides a method of reducing guilt. 

Th us, value as meaning presents itself in autobiographical accounts where 
one’s integrity is called into question. As a way to restore meaning, the narra-
tor devises a story that masks his or her faults and elevates feelings of moral 
superiority. Restructuring one’s memory for a threatening event therefore 
provides an individual with the opportunity to reaffi  rm the self-concept, 
restoring the belief that one’s actions are good and conform to conventional 
standards of right and wrong.

Need for Self-Worth

Th e last need for meaning, self-worth, involves both the desire to view one’s 
own traits and abilities favorably and to elicit positive recognition from oth-
ers. Most oft en, people speak of feelings of self-worth, which might be under-
stood as the relative frequency of positive and negative emotions that result 
from the appraisal of one’s personal qualities. 

Th reats to self-worth become apparent when examining the would-be lov-
er’s perspective in stories of unrequited love (Baumeister et al., 1993). Relative 
to the rejectors, “victims” of unrequited love suff ered disproportionately large 
decrements in self-esteem. Interpersonal rejection, aft er all, implies that one 
is unworthy of another’s attention or aff ections. In fact, some research and 
theory suggests that perceptions of one’s appeal to others may be the under-
lying cause of low self-esteem (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Leary, Tambor, 
Terdal, & Downs, 1995). Would-be lovers demonstrated various patterns of 
reducing the negative implications of rejection for their self-worth. First, the 
would-be lover tended to denigrate the romantic interest of the rejector, oft en 
by emphasizing his or her own superiority over the rival and describing the 
target’s choice of the rival over oneself as irrational and incomprehensible. 
Second, would-be lovers sometimes included in their narratives information 
about current romantic partners as a way to refute the conclusion that the 
narrators were not desirable. Th us, individuals describing their unrequited 
love for another constructed their narrative in ways that buff ered threats to 
their self-worth.

Similar evidence for self-worth comes from life stories about success and 
failure (Baumeister & Ilko, 1995). Participants in this study provided auto-
biographical accounts of their greatest success and greatest failure experi-
ences. In addition, half the respondents believed that they would later read 
their stories aloud to an audience. Evidence for self-esteem needs was fur-
nished by two sets of fi ndings. First, failure narratives written by individuals 
chronically low in self-esteem evidenced higher rates of temporal bracketing, 
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or the tendency to relegate failures to the past. Temporal bracketing sepa-
rates the present self from past behaviors and thereby allows individuals to 
admit past failure while simultaneously rejecting the notion that this failure 
refl ects negatively on the current self. Th is fi nding is consistent with other 
research showing that low (compared to high) self-esteem individuals are 
mainly concerned with self-protection, sustaining any positive self-feelings 
they do have (Tice, 1991). High-self-esteem individuals were, as a result of 
their overwhelmingly positive evaluation of themselves, less threatened by 
past failure and thus showed fewer needs to bracket off  failure events from 
the present.

Th e second set of fi ndings involved the assumed credit for success under 
public versus private conditions. When individuals believed they would be 
communicating their success stories to their peer groups, they included sub-
stantial information regarding the help and support they received from oth-
ers. Sharing credit for success is a way to appear modest and further uphold 
norms (values) against self-aggrandizement. Once self-presentational con-
cerns were removed, however, individuals abandoned all false modesty and 
readily described themselves as responsible. Th ey downplayed any help or 
support from other people and instead reserved all the credit for themselves. 
Exaggerating credit for their successes enabled respondents to maximize feel-
ings of self-worth and thereby reap more benefi ts from the process of con-
structing their narratives. 

Qualitative work by Tangney (see Tangney, 1995, for a review) pro-
vides evidence for esteem-protection strategies among shamed individuals. 
Shame can be distinguished from guilt along several dimensions, the main 
one being the perceived implications of the emotion-eliciting event for the 
self. Whereas guilt entails a devaluation of a specifi c behavior (e.g., inter-
personal transgression), shame refl ects a global devaluation of the entire self 
(e.g., Tangney, 1992). Guilt is associated with feelings of remorse or regret, 
whereas shame is accompanied by more intense feelings of pain, powerless-
ness, and a “shrinking of the self” (Lindsay-Hartz, De Rivera, & Mascolo, 
1995). Autobiographical accounts of guilt and shame experiences show that 
guilty people admit to their wrongdoings and report such subsequent repara-
tive behaviors as apologies or compensation. Shamed individuals, in con-
trast, show a pattern of avoiding blame and tend to externalize responsibility 
for negative events (Tangney, 1995). Th ese fi ndings are consistent with other 
empirical evidence revealing that shamed individuals tend to avoid public 
scrutiny and exhibit retaliative, defensive responses to ego threats by lashing 
out at disapproving others (Tangney, Wagner, Fletcher, & Gramzow, 1992). 
Th us, unlike guilty individuals, shamed individuals respond to their own 
moral transgressions by devaluing the self, which in turn activates attempts 
to regain self-worth by minimizing blameworthiness and aggressing toward 
disapproving others. 
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Finally, Taylor’s (1983) theory of cognitive adaptation, presented earlier, 
underscores the signifi cance of positive self-worth for positive emotional and 
psychological adjustment to negative life events. Interviews with breast cancer 
patients revealed that only a minority of respondents (17%) reported any nega-
tive eff ects of their illness (Wood et al., 1985). Further, the majority of women 
engaged in downward comparison by concluding that they were coping as well 
or better than other women who suff ered the same illness (Wood et al, 1985). 
Downward comparison is well established as an eff ective self-enhancing strat-
egy (Wills, 1981). Even the women who were objectively worse off  comforted 
themselves with the idea that they were not dying or experiencing a lot of pain. 
Th us, the literature suggests that major illnesses pose an important threat to 
feelings of self-worth and resultant cognitive eff orts to escape feelings of low 
self-regard engender successful adaptation to these illnesses. 

Self-worth therefore emerges as an important form of personal meaning. 
People want to feel good about themselves and believe that they are worthy of 
others’ attention and aff ections. Th reatened self-worth is succeeded by defen-
sive attempts to bolster one’s image such as by externalizing responsibility for 
negative outcomes or comparing oneself with those who are worse off . Failure 
to counteract threat leads to negative aff ect, perceptions of inferiority, and 
unhappiness.

Oft en attempts to regain self-worth confl ict with other needs for meaning, 
most oft en needs for effi  cacy or control. Under some circumstances, such as 
those in which the outcome is negative for another person, one would rather 
feel guilty and still maintain the perception of control over events than to 
relinquish control. Th e evidence suggests, however, that people will avoid 
claiming control over events that hold long-term implications for their char-
acter. One example involves attributions among rape victims. Rape carries 
a negative stigma. Internal attributions of control that typically characterize 
personal misfortunes (e.g., Janoff -Bulman & Wortman, 1977) may reinforce 
this stigma and thereby intensify feelings of low self-regard. Th is proposition 
is supported by research showing that high levels of characterological and 
behavioral self-blame for rape is associated with poorer adjustment (Meyer & 
Taylor, 1986). It appears, then, that effi  cacy needs diminish when self-blame is 
associated with a sense of deservingness for negative outcomes. 

Conclusion

Th e personal quest for a meaningful life can be analyzed into four separate 
needs for meaning. People who have a sense of purpose, a sense of effi  cacy, a 
set of values that justify their actions, and a basis for positive self-worth gener-
ally fi nd life meaningful (Baumeister, 1991). Th e same four needs for meaning 
probably shape the way people interpret individual events in their lives, and 
the systematic distortions or biases that shape autobiographical stories prob-
ably refl ect these four needs.
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Memory is what makes our lives. … Our memory is our coherence, our 
reason, our feeling, even our action. Without it, we are nothing.

—Luis Buñuel (1983)

Understanding the human quest for personal meaning is a diffi  cult pursuit, 
complicated by questions about the form and functions of meaning, and even 
its ontological status. As experimental psychologists studying basic social and 
cognitive processes, we leave the more philosophical questions to other con-
tributors to this volume. Whatever its form, function, or veridicality, meaning 
is discovered (or constructed) by human beings. Th us the quest for meaning 
employs the same human hardware and soft ware available for more mundane 
tasks such as perception, memory, language, and reasoning. We therefore 
situate our quest for understanding meaning in basic research on memory 
and emotion. We focus on the question of how, specifi cally, people turn the 
raw material of remembered life experiences into the ephemeral quality of 
meaning. 

We begin with a postulate: In order to experience meaning in life, one must 
be able to conceptualize and remember the living one has done. As Buñuel elo-
quently put it, lives are made up of memories; thus the everyday experiences 
that compose life should be grist for the mill of personal meaning. Th e search 
for meaning therefore requires recollecting life experiences, or autobiographi-
cal memory. In the process of calling up and refl ecting upon autobiographical 
memories, people can come to a sense of meaning in life. 
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Memories might contribute to the sense of meaning in life by one of several 
possible processes. One possibility is that remembered experiences are woven 
into a life story, or narrative, which expresses the individual’s sense of his 
or her life’s emotional high and low points, overarching emotional themes, 
and emotional trajectory (Bluck & Habermas, 2000; McAdams, 1996). To the 
extent that the life story that arises from autobiographical memories is per-
ceived as coherent, credible, and suggestive of involvement in the larger world, 
the life comprised by that story is perceived as meaningful (McAdams, 1996). 
Th is approach relies on the notion of narrative coherence and the concept of 
key emotional episodes or self-defi ning memories that play starring roles in the 
narrative. Such memories provide a stable anchor for understanding the self 
and one’s life across time; they provide fi rm footholds in a sea of emotions, 
confl ict, and stress. Highly emotional memories in a narrative yield a stable 
but, as we wll argue, constrained sense of meaning. 

An alternative possibility, to be developed in this chapter, is that perspec-
tive rather than coherence determines meaning. To the extent that individual 
life experiences can be recollected with a healthy sense of perspective or dis-
tance from the experience, the life comprised of those memories is perceived as 
meaningful. Th is approach relies on the notion of emotional distance and the 
concept of psychological closure experienced during recollection. Such memo-
ries provide fl exibility in understanding the self and one’s life across time; 
they provide raw materials to be shaped to suit current needs. Unemotional 
memories yield a fl exible and, as we will argue, profound sense of meaning. 

Th us, what memories tell us about our lives depends on whether they are 
recollected with a sense of emotional distance. Both emotional and unemo-
tional memories contribute to a sense of meaning in life. But the less emo-
tional the memory, the more novel and creative the ways in which it can be 
viewed, and therefore the greater the sense of meaning. We support this view 
with evidence from basic and applied research on autobiographical memory. 
We conclude with a discussion of the implications of our view. 

Meaning Comes From Memory

Meaning in life has been defi ned as “denot[ing] refl ections on, and/or ways 
of experiencing, contexts of meanings in relation to human life in general, 
to one’s own individual life, or to parts of the latter” (Auhagen, 2000, p. 38). 
Empirically, one way to investigate what people refl ect on or experience as 
meaningful is simply to ask people to name the sources of meaning in their 
own lives. Th e most common source of meaning identifi ed by this empirical 
approach is interpersonal relationships, followed by personal growth, beliefs, 
and obtaining goals. Th e relative emphasis on growth, beliefs, and goals varies 
over development (Ebersole, 1998). 

Another method for investigating meaning is to identify peak life expe-
riences and discover what aspects those experiences have in common. 
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Self-determination theory posits that the ability to make true and indepen-
dent choices (autonomy), the experience of mastery (competence), and healthy 
relationships with others (relatedness) are the basic driving forces in human 
motivation (Deci & Ryan, 2000). We might therefore expect people to thrive 
aft er (and thereby fi nd meaning in) life experiences that fulfi ll basic psycho-
logical needs. Th e most important needs identifi ed in such an approach are 
autonomy, competence, relatedness, and self-esteem (Sheldon, Elliot, Kim, & 
Kasser, 2001). 

Yet another method (particularly congruent with our approach) is to exam-
ine the subtexts of people’s accounts of their life experiences. Narratives of life 
experiences have been found to express four primary aspects of meaning in 
life. Th ese narratives refl ect purpose, value and justifi cation, effi  cacy in goal 
pursuit, and self-worth (Baumeister & Wilson, 1996; Sommer & Baumeister, 
1998). Th ese various approaches therefore converge on several common 
aspects that are critical to meaning in life. One important aspect of mean-
ing relates to goal progress, another aspect of meaning relates to relation-
ships, and a third relates to a sense that the self is valued. Not coincidentally, 
these three aspects of meaning map well onto the three central functions of 
autobiographical remembering: a directive function (goal progress), a social 
function (relationships), and an identity function (self-worth; Conway, 2003). 
Autobiographical memory therefore seems to fulfi ll the very aspects of mean-
ing that are most important to people. 

Memory, Narrative, and Meaning

Yet the mere fact that autobiographical memories are a source of meaning 
in life does not explain how these memories contribute to a sense of mean-
ing. Most autobiographical memory researchers have approached the idea of 
meaning in memories from a narrative perspective. In practice, this approach 
is usually focused on the narrative quality of autobiographical memory, 
including the formation, upkeep, themes, and elements of the life story. As 
Adler (1931) put it, a person’s life story or narrative is “a story he repeats to 
himself to warn or comfort him, to keep him concentrated on his goal, to 
prepare him … to meet the future” (73–74). Th e life story expresses the most 
important themes in personality, and helps to provide a sense of identity 
(McAdams, 1996). It also provides meaning by virtue of the inferences people 
draw from their narrated experiences (Singer, 2004). 

Th e life story has been conceptualized as a schema expressing the autobio-
graphical relationship among single events (Bluck & Habermas, 2000). Th is 
schema serves as an overarching organizational structure for creation of a 
narrative that abides by temporal, cultural, thematic, and causal coherence 
rules. By connecting the current self with the self found in autobiographical 
memories, the life story schema makes explicit the unitary nature of one’s life 
and provides a sense of a continuous and stable self over time. 
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A satisfying and meaningful life story is therefore composed of a coherent 
narrative, which provides both temporal and causal explanations for events. 
Moreover, a satisfying life story should be grounded in a moral context that is 
understood by the society in which the story is being told. Coherent and mor-
ally grounded self-narratives provide a sense of stability. Th ese well-defi ned 
narratives place the self contextually in space and time and integrate the per-
son’s life experience and self-concept, thereby providing a sense of a self with 
purpose (McAdams, 2006). 

A well-functioning life narrative should therefore provide a stable sense 
of meaning and purpose. Indeed, in a three-year longitudinal study, the life 
narratives of college students and recent graduates were stable over time on 
measures of emotional tone and conceptual complexity. Despite this stability, 
developmental changes were evident as personal growth and narrative com-
plexity increased with time (McAdams et al., 2006). Th us, life narratives show 
the crucial property of stability, yet still allow for development over time. In 
these ways, life narratives likely contribute to the overall sense of coherence of 
one’s existence (Korotkov, 1998). 

A life narrative is composed, in part, of important experiences called self-
defi ning memories. Th ese personally signifi cant memories are high points or 
key scenes in the life story. Th ey represent mile markers on the journey toward 
self-discovery and understanding (Singer & Moffi  tt, 1991–1992). Self-defi ning 
memories can arouse emotion that is similar in type and intensity to the origi-
nal experience (Schwartz, Weinberger, & Singer, 1981). Th e emotion aroused 
by self-defi ning memories is partly a consequence of the rememberer’s goal 
progress. Th e more goal attainment the rememberer reports, the more posi-
tive aff ect he or she will experience when recollecting self-defi ning memories 
(Moffi  tt & Singer, 1994).

As do all autobiographical memories, self-defi ning memories fulfi ll the 
need to have an experience-near record of goal progress as well as a more 
abstract self-coherence (Conway, Singer, & Tagini, 2004). Autobiographical 
memories unite cognitions, aff ect, and goals into a goal-driven construct 
known as the working self. Th e working self is able to track goal progress over 
time through the principle of adaptive correspondence and is simultaneously 
able to ground current goal pursuit in the context of the person’s life through 
the principle of self-coherence. 

When people become concerned with abstract self-coherence, self- defi ning 
memories are preferentially activated. Self-defi ning memories fulfi ll this need 
for self-coherence, and thereby provide a stable sense of meaning, because 
they preserve the state of the working self at a given point in time (Conway et 
al., 2004), namely, the high points in the life story. Th erefore, the most acces-
sible memories from any given time span in one’s life relate to the Eriksonian 
stage most likely to be operative at the time of event occurrence (Conway & 
Holmes, 2004). Th at is, memories from the teen years are most likely to 
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concern identity, and those of the middle adult years are the most likely to 
concern generativity. Conway and Holmes conclude that these highly acces-
sible memories are self-defi ning memories encoded in a particular state of 
the working self at that time. Preserving such memories allows one to see the 
challenges one has  met throughout life, as well as those one has faced and 
failed to meet. 

A sense of stability results because self-defi ning memories maximize both 
coherence (identity) and correspondence (accuracy). Only those individuals 
who are well-adjusted (i.e., securely attached) have self-defi ning memories 
that both correspond with the present view of the self and are fully fl eshed out 
with likely accurate details. If there is too much emotion or too little, either 
correspondence or coherence will suff er. In order for the individual to be 
healthy, and even to recover from posttraumatic stress disorder, eff orts toward 
coherence must be balanced by eff orts toward correspondence. Th us, not all 
self-defi ning memories serve the purpose of stability, only those that have the 
proper degree of emotion (Conway et al., 2004). 

To summarize, the experiences that happen to the self and that are per-
ceived as meaningful refl ect the motives of the self, thereby forging a sense of 
identity. Th e life story provides a thematic ordering to one’s life and thereby 
provides a sense of coherence and stability, that is, meaning. Experiences that 
entail overarching goals at various points in one’s life are preserved best, and 
these self-defi ning memories later serve as mile markers on the recalled jour-
ney through life. Self-defi ning memories are highly emotional because they 
are both personally signifi cant and tightly linked to goal progress (Blagov & 
Singer, 2004; Moffi  tt & Singer, 1994). Th ese highly emotional memories placed 
in a coherent life narrative therefore make sense of life and provide a stable 
source of meaning over time. 

Individual Memories and Meaning

Th e research on autobiographical memories in a life narrative has signifi -
cantly increased our understanding of how people gain a sense of meaning 
from their memories (Singer, 2004). But the focus on life narratives and self-
defi ning memories in recent autobiographical memory research should not 
obscure two important facts. First, not all memories fi t readily into a single 
coherent life narrative; and second, not all autobiographical memories are 
self-defi ning. Yet even when an individual autobiographical memory is nei-
ther critical to the coherence of the life narrative nor self-defi ning, it can still 
be a source of meaning. To understand personal meaning, it is therefore nec-
essary to examine not only the life narrative but also individual event memo-
ries outside of a life story context. 

Th e key scenes that compose a life narrative are rare, whereas individual 
life event memories outside a narrative are numerous. Unless a person is a 
devoted gourmet, for example, his or her experience eating lunch yesterday 
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is unlikely to be self-defi ning or to cohere in any profound way with his or 
her life narrative. Nonetheless, a person can produce a memory of this or one 
of hundreds of other experiences when searching his or her autobiographical 
memory. Fift y or more memories are routinely produced in a session of auto-
biographical memory in response to cues (e.g., Denkova, Botzung, Scheiber, & 
Manning, 2006; J. A. Robinson, 1976). Yet, a person routinely produces only a 
dozen or so self-defi ning memories or key scenes (e.g., Blagov & Singer, 2004; 
McAdams et al., 2006). Memories of individual events might therefore be 
more important for meaning than are self-defi ning memories within a life 
narrative because there are so many more individual events. 

In addition, individual events might be more important for meaning 
because they, rather than the entire life narrative, are usually the focal point 
when recollecting one’s life. Th e life narrative does play an important role in 
autobiographical recollection. Th e search for an individual autobiographical 
memory usually begins by identifying a potential portion of the life story (a 
lifetime period; Conway et al., 2004; Haque & Conway, 2001). Th is lifetime 
period is used as part of a retrieval model, aiding in the search for general 
events (common activities) that occurred in that period of life, events that 
are in turn used to search for episodic memories of a specifi c experience 
from which to construct the autobiographical memory (Conway & Pleydell-
Pearce, 2000; Conway et al., 2004). Pieces of the life narrative are therefore 
intimately involved in every generative recollection of an autobiographical 
memory. 

But the goal of autobiographical remembering is usually to arrive at a spe-
cifi c event memory rather than to construct or to relate an entire life narrative. 
For example, of 24 items assessing reasons for autobiographical remember-
ing, one of the least frequently endorsed items was “When I want to see if 
my life has an overall theme” (Bluck, Alea, Habermas, & Rubin, 2005). Th e 
most frequently endorsed items referred to relating individual experiences 
(e.g., “When I want to strengthen a friendship by sharing old memories with 
friends”). 

A moment’s refl ection may convey the diff erence in the two goals. Try 
to think of the last time you told your entire life story to yourself, or (even 
less likely) told your life story to someone else. (For many of us, it may 
be diffi  cult to envision the audience who would have the patience to sit 
through such a story). Now think of the last time you related a specifi c event 
memory. Every day, we think and tell about funny experiences, upsetting 
experiences, experiences that taught a lesson, experiences that convey juicy 
gossip, and so on, oft en beginning with “Have I told you about the time 
when …?” Th ese everyday stories are about individual events, not life as a 
whole. In summary, individual life event memories (and not the entire life 
story narrative) are memory’s building blocks for the sense of meaning in 
life. Th ey are more numerous than the self-defi ning memories that compose 
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a life narrative, and they are more oft en the goal of acts of autobiographical 
remembering. 

Not only are self-defi ning memories and life narrative recollection infre-
quent, but they are also atypical in another way. Self-defi ning memories are 
characterized by a high level of emotion, which is the exception rather than 
the rule in autobiographical memory (Beike, 2007). Although the bulk of our 
memories are devoid of emotion, they need not be devoid of meaning. We 
will present evidence that suggests quite the contrary—the less emotional the 
memory, the more meaningful it is. 

Moreover, the meaning of self-defi ning memories comes largely from 
their encapsulation of the prevalent themes in the life narrative and therefore 
personality (McAdams, 1996). Self-defi ning memories are seen as meaning-
ful when they highlight themes that are already central to the rememberer 
(Moffi  tt & Singer, 1994). Reminding us of important themes in a stable life 
story, however, is only one way in which memories may provide a sense of 
meaning. A memory may also provide a sense of meaning when we are able 
to step back from an experience and examine it from a new and more dis-
tanced perspective. Th at is, memories become meaningful when we are able 
to take a wide-angle rather than a telephoto view of them. We will present 
evidence that suggests the more distanced the perspective on a memory, the 
more meaningful it is. 

Lack of Emotion in Most Autobiographical Memories

Self-defi ning memories and key scenes in life narratives are highly emotional, 
which makes them unusual. Most autobiographical memories are constructed 
with the emotional portion suppressed or inhibited (Conway, 2005; Conway & 
Pleydell-Pearce, 2000; Conway et al., 2004; Philippot, Schaefer, & Herbette, 
2003). Emotions must be suppressed because remembering experiences with 
their concomitant emotions would disrupt the pursuit of current goals, for 
which autobiographical memory serves a vital role. During autobiographi-
cal remembering, the past self must be separable from the present self who 
is pursuing goals (Conway et al., 2004). Suppression of emotion is one way to 
provide this separation. 

Most people do not believe that autobiographical memories involve sup-
pression of emotion. In fact, 82% of over 200 university students and faculty 
surveyed believed that they usually remember and reexperience emotions 
when they recollect life experiences (Beike, 2007). But a good deal of evidence 
shows that emotions are neither well remembered nor reexperienced. Th e best 
evidence for the lack of emotion in autobiographical memories is people’s own 
ratings of the intensity of their memories. Most memories are rated as neutral 
or mildly positive (Conway, 1990). 

More evidence for the lack of emotion in autobiographical memories is that 
emotion words are slower to elicit autobiographical memories than are other 
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words (Beike, Adams, & Wirth-Beaumont, 2007; Conway & Bekerian, 1987); 
the memories they do elicit tend to be unusually recent (J. A. Robinson, 1976). 
Additional evidence for the lack of emotion comes from brain- imaging stud-
ies using PET scans or fMRI. When recollecting autobiographical memories, 
especially if those memories are temporally distant, people show no increased 
activity in the amygdala, which normally responds readily to emotional stim-
uli (Maguire & Frith, 2003; but cf. Greenberg et al., 2005). Yet another piece of 
evidence for the lack of emotion in autobiographical memory is that the inten-
sity of emotional response to most autobiographical memories fades with 
time, a pattern called the fading aff ect bias (Walker, Skowronski, Gibbons, 
Vogl, & Th ompson, 2003). 

In fact, recollecting autobiographical memories with a great deal of emo-
tional content is associated with poor psychological adjustment. For example, 
dysphoric people retain emotion rather than experiencing fading of emotion 
during autobiographical recollection (Walker et al., 2003). Emotion is inte-
grated with, rather than made distinct from, nonemotional aspects of a stress-
ful memory among those who have not yet recovered from the experience 
(Boals & Klein, 2005). Emotion during recollection is therefore not a sign of 
health and adjustment, as 87% of Beike’s (2007) survey respondents believed. 
Instead, recollecting experiences with a great deal of emotion may indicate 
rumination or brooding (Lyubomirsky, Caldwell, & Nolen-Hoeksema, 1998; 
Martin & Tesser, 1996). Rumination is evoked by problematic goal progress, 
so a memory that brings to mind incomplete goals will also arouse negative 
emotion (Martin & Tesser, 1996, 2006). Rumination is also motivated by a lack 
of insight (Lyubomirsky & Nolen-Hoeksema, 1993). Ruminators are search-
ing for missing meaning, not refl ecting upon its presence, when they remi-
nisce. It is actually healthier not to search actively for meaning aft er stressful 
experiences (Davis, Wortman, Lehman, & Silver, 2000). Emotion during rec-
ollection should be rare because well-adjusted people do not ruminate exces-
sively on their experiences. 

Suppression of emotion during recollection is therefore both common 
and benefi cial. Th is suppression of emotion leads to a sense of psychologi-
cal closure on a remembered experience (Beike et al., 2007; Beike & Wirth-
Beaumont, 2005). Only the few memories for which people report low closure 
are highly emotional memories. For example, emotion words eff ectively 
cue low-closure (but not high-closure) memories (Beike et al., 2007). Also, 
people report more intense emotion when recalling low-closure memories 
and recollect more diverse emotions as part of the memory (Beike & Wirth-
Beaumont, 2005). Moreover, aff ect does not fade for low-closure memories 
(Ritchie et al., 2006). To summarize, because lack of emotion is normative, 
emotional self-defi ning memories in a life narrative are atypical memories 
and therefore exemplify only one way in which people derive meaning from 
their memories. 
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Th e Problem With Emotion in Memories

As is clear from the research on life narrative and self-defi ning memories, 
the quest for meaning in part entails overlaying basic personality motives 
and themes onto memories of life experiences. A second way of engaging in 
the quest for meaning is holding the experience at arm’s length in order to 
refl ect upon it. Th e fi rst process has been called learning lessons about the spe-
cifi c incident, and the second has been called gaining insight, which requires 
stepping back from the incident to see it in perspective (Th orne, McLean, & 
Lawrence, 2004). Only about 15% of self-defi ning memories are told with an 
explicit reference to insight (Th orne et al., 2004), leaving open the question 
of what kind of meaning people usually gain from self-defi ning memories. 
We hypothesize that the more typical unemotional memories would be more 
likely than self-defi ning memories to provide insight because unemotional 
memories provide greater emotional distance. 

In general, a distanced cognitive perspective provides a greater sense of 
meaning. When thinking about one’s possible success in the future, for exam-
ple, seeing the scene from a distanced third-person rather than an intimate 
fi rst-person perspective leads to an increased sense of the meaningfulness of 
the goals being pursued (Vasquez & Buehler, 2007). Greater meaning occurs 
because the distanced point of view provides a more abstract construal of an 
event, which is more focused on the meaning (why) rather than the process 
(how) of that event (Fujita, Henderson, Eng, Trope, & Liberman, 2006). 

Self-defi ning memories have the disadvantage that they “may lack an appro-
priate distance from ongoing experience” (Conway et al., 2004, p. 511). In fact, 
the more specifi c (the less abstract and distanced) the description of a self-
defi ning memory, the less likely it is to have integrative meaning (Blagov & 
Singer, 2004). It is diffi  cult to achieve a sense of meaning when one is too 
fi rmly embedded in the details to see the experience through diff erent lenses.

Self-defi ning memories may interfere with gaining the necessary  distance 
as a result of their emotional nature. When emotion is aroused, it alters—even 
constrains—further thoughts and judgments (Bower, 1981). For example, 
people in an unhappy (compared to a neutral) emotional state remember less 
pleasant memories (Miranda & Kihlstrom, 2005) and make more negatively 
toned judgments (Forgas & Locke, 2005). People in an unhappy state also have 
lowered expectations for the future (Johnson & Tversky, 1983); and they are 
less persistent at tasks, especially if the task is to be continued until it is no 
longer enjoyable (Martin, Ward, Achee & Wyer, 1993). In contrast, people in 
a happy state remember more pleasant memories, make more positively toned 
judgments, have more optimistic expectations, and persist longer. 

Beyond simple eff ects of pleasant and unpleasant emotions, there are more 
emotion-specifi c eff ects on thoughts and judgments (Levine & Pizarro, 2004). 
Fear, as a discrete emotion, is associated with an appraisal of threat. Imagine a 
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person who brings to mind an autobiographical memory for a time her house 
was burglarized. Each time she recollects the burglary, she experiences a sig-
nifi cant degree of fear. Th is fear will likely constrain her interpretation of the 
event such that the meaning she assigns it will involve threat to the self. She 
is unlikely to be able to see the experience as, for example, a reminder that 
material goods are replaceable and unimportant. Other specifi c emotions 
might constrain the meaning assigned to a memory in diff erent ways. Anger 
increases approach tendencies toward the person who has interfered with 
goal progress (Berkowitz & Harmon-Jones, 2004). Guilt decreases approach 
tendencies until an opportunity for reparation occurs (Amodio, Devine, & 
Harmon-Jones, 2007). Th us, the presence of anger or guilt in the memory of 
a life experience will direct the rememberer toward meanings congruent with 
these action tendencies. 

In short, the problem with emotional memories is that the emotion does 
not allow the rememberer to gain the perspective needed to assign it an 
updated meaning. Consider the case of relationship dissolution. Many people 
experience a once-painful breakup in retrospect as “the best thing that ever 
happened to me,” perhaps when the ending of the fi rst relationship allows one 
to fi nd a happier relationship with a new love. Yet if the sadness of the breakup 
were well preserved and reexperienced with the memory, it would be diffi  cult 
to construe the experience as benefi cial. Th e strong emotion would activate 
similarly gloomy meanings of the experience upon recollection. Furthermore, 
correcting for this biased interpretation is diffi  cult. Th e interpretations 
assigned to experiences are rapid and automatic, and they occur without the 
awareness of having applied an interpretation (Balcetis & Dunning, 2006).

An experience remembered with little emotion places fewer constraints 
on meaning. An initially crushing blow can be seen as a meaningful turning 
point toward happiness if one can shed the emotion that narrows the variety 
of meanings that can be applied. Lemons are made into lemonade, autobio-
graphically speaking, because perspective can be gained. Th is sense of per-
spective is what allows us to see our memories more positively with the passage 
of time (Kennedy, Mather, & Carstensen, 2004; Miranda & Kihlstrom, 2005). 

How Diminished Emotion Allows Meaning

Several lines of evidence support our claim that diminished emotion pro-
vides the perspective necessary to obtain life meaning. Th ere is a good deal of 
direct evidence that diminished emotion and a more distanced perspective in 
memory go together. For example, memories recalled from an observer (third-
person) perspective lead to less emotional response than those recalled from 
a fi eld (fi rst-person) perspective (Berntsen & Rubin, 2006; J. A. Robinson & 
Swanson, 1993). Similarly, reporting an unpleasant experience by distancing 
oneself from the experience yet trying to understand it leads to the least nega-
tive emotional response (Kross, Ayduk, & Mischel, 2005).
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Unfortunately, there is little direct evidence that diminished emotion and 
increased meaning go together. For example, in self-defi ning memories, the 
degree of aff ect aroused by the memory is unrelated to integrative meaning 
(Blagov & Singer, 2004). But one suggestive piece of evidence comes from an 
intriguing study of the process of deriving meaning from a diffi  cult-to-process 
experience: observing artworks. Participants were interviewed immediately 
aft er having viewed an art show, then again fi ve months later. At each time, 
they were asked whether they experienced an emotion when remembering a 
particular artwork, and they were asked to describe the artwork. Th e mem-
ory descriptions were coded for thematic integration, meaning that a theme 
was mentioned in the description and linked to elements in the artwork. For 
example, one participant described an artwork as being about mother-and-
child relationships because it contrasted large bodies, representing mother-
hood, with small heads, representing childhood (Medved, Cupchik, & Oatley, 
2004). Th ematic integration is therefore an indication of fi nding meaning in 
the artwork. 

Over time, greater fading of aff ect co-occurred with increased meaning. 
Th e percentage of participants who reported having an emotion associated 
with the memory for the artwork dropped from 80% to 65% aft er fi ve months. 
Th e percentage of participants whose memory indicated integration (fi nding 
meaning) in the artwork increased from 33% to 56% aft er fi ve months. Over 
time, emotion decreased and meaning increased. Although the researchers 
reached a diff erent conclusion based on the relationship of emotion to mean-
ing within each time period (Medved et al., 2004), the temporal pattern indi-
cates that the dissociation of emotion from a memory enables discovery of 
meaning.

To provide more direct evidence of the link between diminished emo-
tion in an autobiographical memory and increased meaning, we conducted 
an experiment. We compared the eff ects of recollecting self-defi ning (usually 
emotional) memories to recollecting closed (usually unemotional) memories. 
Seventy-seven participants (mostly University of Arkansas undergraduate 
students) were assigned to one of four recall conditions. One fourth of the 
participants were asked to think of an unpleasant self-defi ning memory. A 
self-defi ning memory was described as being at least a year old, clearly remem-
bered, important to understanding who you are as an individual, leading to 
strong feelings, frequently recalled, and linked to other similar memories 
(Blagov & Singer, 2004). One fourth of the participants were asked to think 
of an unpleasant closed memory. A closed memory was described as being at 
least a year old, feeling behind you or resolved, understood well, and not nec-
essarily still being important to your life (Beike & Wirth-Beaumont, 2005). 

We focused on unpleasant memories because they evoke more sense-making 
and meaning-making eff orts. Th e memories described by participants were 
rated by two coders according to Singer and Blagov’s system (2000), in terms 
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of their specifi city (a single event lasting less than a day, a temporally extended 
series of scenes, or a generic recurrent type of event; α = .53) and integrative 
meaning (an explicit statement of what the experience means about the self or 
the world was present or absent in the event description; α = .65). 

To determine whether the mere act of remembering led to a sense of mean-
ing, these two recall conditions were compared with a condition in which 
participants recollected an experience that involved the self on some level but 
would not typically be considered a true autobiographical memory. To this end, 
one fourth of participants were asked to recall the most recent television pro-
gram they had watched (or if they did not watch television recently, the most 
recent book or magazine they had read). All three recall groups—self-defi ning, 
closed, or television—were then asked to rate the importance, unpleasantness, 
date, and closure (Beike & Wirth-Beaumont, 2005) of the experience they had 
reported. Th e remaining one fourth of participants were not asked to recall an 
experience but simply completed the dependent measures. 

Th e fi rst dependent measure was aff ect, used to determine whether self-
defi ning memories indeed aroused signifi cant aff ect. We used Blagov and 
Singer’s (2004) list of 12 positive and negative aff ect words and asked par-
ticipants to what extent they were currently experiencing each aff ective state 
(happy, angry, surprised, ashamed, disgusted, guilty, interested, contempt, 
proud, embarrassed, afraid, and sad). 

Th e next dependent measure was designed to address a specifi c facet of the 
sense of meaning in life. We were less interested in the content of meaning 
they found in life (e.g., Ebersole, 1998; Wong, 1998) than in the confi dence 
with which they ascribed meaning to life. To best capture this confi dence 
in meaning, we chose to measure the extent to which participants felt they 
clearly understood the self and clearly understood the meaning of life. Th e 
self-clarity scale (Campbell et al., 1996) was used, and a modifi cation of it 
developed to address life meaning. For example, an item on the self-clarity 
scale is “In general, I have a clear sense of who I am and what I am.” Our 
modifi cation to measure clarity of meaning was “In general, I have a clear 
sense of the nature of the world and the meaning of life.” Both scales demon-
strated adequate reliability (self-clarity α = .87; life meaning clarity α = .77). 
Similarly phrased items have been found to relate to an overall sense of mean-
ing (Wood & Conway, 2006). 

In addition, we added two items that specifi cally addressed the role memo-
ries played in uncovering meaning. Th ese were “When I think about my expe-
riences, I oft en discover important truths about myself” and “When I think 
about my experiences, I oft en discover important lessons about life.” We also 
included two measures of well-being to determine whether any eff ects on clar-
ity of meaning were simply a result of elevated well-being. We measured self-
esteem (Rosenberg, 1965; α = .89) and satisfaction with life (Diener, Emmons, 
Larsen, & Griffi  n, 1985; α = .80). 
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Th e results are presented in Tables 15.1, 15.2, and 15.3. Table 15.1 shows 
that self-defi ning and closed memories were similar in specifi city, recency, 
and unpleasantness, and their content was quite similar as well (mostly 
romantic, academic, and family experiences). Th us, self-defi ning and closed 
memories were not about substantively diff erent initial experiences. Th ey 

Table 15.1 Properties and Effects of Memories

Memory Type

Self-Def Closed TV None

Property (n = 17) (n = 20) (n = 21) (n = 19)

Single event (n) 6 11
Integrative meaning (n) 10 1***
Year of occurrence 2000a (1.2) 2001a (1.1) 2007b (1.1)*** 
Importance 6.2a (0.4) 4.3b (0.4) 2.8c (0.4)***
Unpleasantness 6.5a (0.3) 6.8a (0.3) 2.0b (0.3)***
Closed book 3.2a (0.4) 5.3b (0.4) 4.0ab (0.4)**
Positive emotion 2.2 (0.2) 2.0 (0.2) 2.3 (0.2) 2.5 (0.2)
Negative emotion 2.0a (0.2) 1.7ab (0.1) 1.4b (0.1) 1.6ab (0.1)**
Self-clarity 3.2ab (0.2) 3.4ab (0.2) 2.9a (0.2) 3.5b (0.2)**
Meaning clarity 3.5 (0.1) 3.3 (0.1) 3.2 (0.1) 3.4 (0.1)
Discover truths about self 3.9 (0.2) 4.3 (0.2) 3.8 (0.2) 3.9 (0.2)
Discover lessons about life 3.9ab (0.2) 4.3a (0.2) 3.7b (0.2) 4.0ab (0.2)*
Self-esteem 5.3 (0.3) 5.7 (0.2) 5.1 (0.2) 5.6 (0.2)
Satisfaction with life 4.5 (0.3) 5.3 (0.3) 4.6 (0.3) 4.8 (0.3)

Emotion ratings, clarity ratings, and discovery item ratings range from 1 to 5, and other 
ratings range from 1 to 7. Standard error of the mean is given in parentheses. Means 
with diff erent subscripts within a row diff er at p < .06 by post hoc tests using Bonferroni’s 
correction. Means in bold diff er from other means in that row by planned contrast 
(p < .02). *univariate p < .07; **univariate p < .05; ***univariate p or χ2 < .001.

Table 15.2 Simultaneous Regression Analysis of Clarity of Meaning in Life

Meaning Clarity

Predictors B SE B β
(Constant) 1.60 0.47***  
Positive emotion –0.01 0.07 –0.01
Negative emotion 0.01 0.10 0.01
Self-esteem 0.29 0.08 0.50***
Satisfaction with life –0.07 0.07 –0.15
Discover truths about self –0.17 0.09 –0.26*
Discover lessons about life 0.30 0.10 0.42**

F (6, 70) = 4.87, p < .0004, r2 = 0.30; *p < .07; **p < .05; ***p < .001.
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diff ered only in their closure and their importance. Table 15.1 shows that the 
eff ects of self-defi ning and closed memories were also quite similar. Neither 
aroused signifi cant positive aff ect, neither aff ected well-being, and neither led 
to an enhanced sense of clarity of the self or the meaning of life. 

However, t here were some important diff erences between self-defi ning and 
closed memories, which support our contention that less emotion in an auto-
biographical memory leads to more fl exible meaning. First, recollecting a self-
defi ning memory (compared to the other three conditions) led to the highest 
negative aff ect, as predicted. Second, a self-defi ning memory was more likely 
to include an explicit statement of meaning. Finally, recollecting a closed 
memory (compared to the other three conditions) led people to report that 
they discovered more important lessons about life (i.e., gained more insight) 
from their memories. 

Th ese few diff erences reveal the diff ering ways in which emotional and 
unemotional memories provide a sense of meaning. Self-defi ning memo-
ries, aff ording emotional arousal, are tagged with a particular meaning that 
is stored with the memory (see also Th orne et al., 2004). Closed memories, 
aff ording emotional distance, are not tagged with a particular meaning but 
instead allow the rememberer to discover meaningful life lessons by refl ecting 
on the experience. Moreover, as shown in Tables 15.2 and 15.3, this sense of 
discovery predicted a clearer sense of self and a clearer sense of meaning in 
life. Th us, recollection of a single closed memory indirectly increased partici-
pants’ clarity of meaning.1 Because well-being was not aff ected by recollecting 
either type of memory and because the regression analyses took well-being 
into account, the infl uence of autobiographical memory on meaning in life 

1 It is of interest that discovering truths about the self (rather than life) predicted less self-
clarity and meaning clarity in the regression analyses. One explanation for this unex-
pected pattern is that discovering truths about the self may lead to self-awareness, which 
in turn reduces self-clarity and meaning clarity.  

Table 15.3 Simultaneous Regression Analysis of Self-Clarity

Self-Clarity

Predictors B SE B β

(Constant) 0.70 0.55  
Positive emotion  –0.05 0.90 –0.05
Negative emotion 0.03 0.12 0.02
Self-esteem 0.40 0.09 0.54**
Satisfaction with life 0.07 0.08 0.10
Discover truths about self  –0.28 0.11 –0.33*
Discover lessons about life 0.31 0.12 0.33*

F (6, 70) = 8.66, p < .0000005, r2 = .43; *p < .05; **p < .001.
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shown in Tables 15.1, 15.2, and 15.3 was not simply a result of an enhanced 
sense of well-being. 

Th erefore, the primary distinction between self-defi ning and closed auto-
biographical memories is the degree of emotion they evoke, not the types 
of experiences they record. Closed memories evoke less emotion, providing 
emotional distance that yields a fl exible (rather than a previously assigned) 
sense of meaning. Th e evidence from our experiment and other research does 
not specify the temporal or causal sequence in which diminished emotion, 
distance, and meaning take place. Our conjecture is that emotion reduction 
during remembering is the fi rst and necessary step. Aft er emotion reduces, 
a sense of closure is attained; then a novel meaning of the experience can be 
discovered, thereby improving well-being. 

We see the reduction in emotion as the fi rst step for two reasons. First, emo-
tion is quite transient in memory (Levine & Safer, 2002; Odegard & Lampinen, 
2004; M. D. Robinson & Clore, 2002). Second, autobiographical remembering 
activates mechanisms to inhibit and suppress emotion (Conway, Pleydell-
Pearce, & Whitecross, 2001; Philippot et al., 2003). Th us, we propose that the 
process of fi nding meaning from individual life experiences can occur only 
aft er a reduction of emotion in memory. 

Th e Role of Emotional and Unemotional Memories in Meaning

Th e results of the experiment demonstrate that self-defi ning memories, 
as emotional pieces of a life narrative, are tagged with a lesson or insight, a 
potential source of meaning. Closed memories, as unemotional single-event 
recollections, are not tagged but, rather, lead to a sense of having discovered 
meaning through the act of refl ection upon the memory. We theorize that 
this diff erence is a result of the diff ering degree of distance provided by self-
defi ning and closed memories. Both types of memories contribute to the sense 
of meaning in life, but in diff erent ways and at diff erent times. Self-defi ning 
memories provide a ready lesson, but the lesson is constrained in content by 
the emotion inherent in remembering. Closed memories provide no prepack-
aged lesson, but they do require a moment’s refl ection to enable the remem-
berer to discover the meaning of this experience. 

Under certain circumstances, people need the ready lessons that come with 
emotional self-defi ning memories and the life narrative they comprise. Self-
defi ning memories are particularly meaningful when they preserve stories of 
the struggle to attain goals (Conway et al., 2004; Th orne et al., 2004). Th erefore, 
self-defi ning memories and the life narrative may provide particular comfort to 
people in times of duress or uncertainty (Blagov & Singer, 2004) when they need 
assurance that past struggles have oft en turned out well. Self-defi ning memories 
may also be the primary memory source of meaning for older adults who are in 
the process of life review. Older adults reviewing their lives strive to create an 
integrated life story with a profound sense of meaning. As a consequence, older 
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adults are more likely than younger adults to integrate recollected life experi-
ences into a narrative of the self (Pasupathi & Mansour, 2006). 

Under other circumstances, people need fl exibility and a sense of discover-
ing meaning from their memories, both of which occur aft er recollection of 
emotionally pallid closed autobiographical memories. Th erefore, closed memo-
ries may be an important source of meaning when people have time to refl ect 
and are open to seeing new options, such as when contemplating the possibility 
of a career change or a relationship commitment. When recollected with a sense 
of closure, experiences can be seen as part of one’s life, yet in the past. Th ey can 
therefore be viewed with the wisdom acquired through having lived life. 

Th roughout this chapter we have set the concept of emotional, self- defi ning 
memories in a themed life story against the concept of unemotional, free- 
fl oating closed memories in order to highlight their diff erences. But self-
defi ning memories and closed memories have more commonalities than 
diff erences, as the results of our experiment clearly showed. Both self-defi ning 
and closed memories are at least somewhat emotional, given their mere asso-
ciation with the self. Both self-defi ning and closed memories are part of the 
life narrative, for the life story schema is implicitly involved in every instance 
of autobiographical remembering (Conway & Pleydell-Pearce, 2000; Conway 
et al., 2004). Th erefore, both self-defi ning and closed memories must cohere 
with the life story at some level (see also Beike & Landoll, 2000). Th e diff erence 
is one of degree rather than kind. 

Compared to self-defi ning memories, closed memories are less emotional 
and less directly related to a life narrative. Th ey are the plain, banal stuff  of 
everyday use. Lest we take our unemotional memories for granted, though, it 
is important to remember what they do for us. Closed memories allow us to 
discover meaning in experiences, rather than reminding us of meanings we 
assigned years ago. By allowing emotions to fade, by gaining a sense of clo-
sure, and by seeing the experience from an emotional distance, we unlock the 
ability to draw novel and potentially more sophisticated insights from indi-
vidual remembered experiences. Th ese insights add to our autobiographical 
intelligence, enabling each of us to live a more meaningful life. 
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With cognitive maturity that enables adolescents to think in abstract terms 
and explore future possibilities, adolescents commonly ask many questions 
about life. Included are questions such as these: What is the meaning of life? 
What is a meaningful life? Why do we exist? What should we accomplish in 
life? Th ese questions commonly fall within the scope of “meaning of life” or 
“purpose in life,” which addresses three interrelated issues, including mean-
ing of life (e.g., what life signifi es and personal reasons as well as importance 
of existence), meaningfulness of life (e.g., whether life is worth living or is 
purposeful), and purpose in life (e.g., life goals, life purpose, things one wants 
to be accomplished, ideals to be attained). 

Th e importance of meaning of life in adolescent behavior is clearly 
refl ected in human history. For example, in the 1930s, young people sup-
ported Hitler in Nazi Germany when they believed that building an ethnically 
superior Germany was their life mission. During the Cultural Revolution in 
Communist China in the 1960s, the Red Guards fi ercely fought against “ene-
mies” of the proletarians when they saw that building a Communist utopia 
was their sacred life goal. In the contemporary world, many young people 
with material affl  uence abuse such psychotropic substances such as Ecstasy 
and Ketamine when they perceive that life is meaningless and confused. 
Nevertheless, despite the importance of meaning in life in our understanding 
of adolescent development (Benson, Roehlkepartain, & Rude, 2003), there is a 
huge research gap in this area in the developmental sciences (King & Boyatzis, 
2004) and clinical literature (Wong & Fry, 1998).

With specifi c reference to the Chinese culture, surprisingly few research 
studies have been conducted to examine the issue of meaning of life in 
Chinese adolescents (Shek, 1995a). Using purpose in life and Chinese as search 
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terms, computer search of the PsycINFO in July 2007 showed that there 
were only 32 citations. Similarly, computer search using purpose in life and 
Chinese and adolescents showed that there were only 12 citations. In short, the 
Chinese literature on meaning of life in Chinese adolescents is extremely thin. 
Besides, computer search showed that most of the existing studies indexed in 
PsycINFO were conducted in Hong Kong and published scientifi c studies con-
ducted in other Chinese communities, such as mainland China and Taiwan, 
were almost nonexistent.

Th is chapter attempts to give an overall picture about research stud-
ies examining meaning of life in Chinese adolescents in Hong Kong. Th ere 
are several sections in this chapter. First, assessment tools of life meaning 
and purpose in life in Chinese adolescents in Hong Kong will be presented. 
Second, profi les about meaning of life in Chinese adolescents and the related 
sociodemographic correlates are described. Th ird, research fi ndings on the 
relationship between purpose in life and developmental outcomes in Chinese 
adolescents, including psychological symptoms and problem behavior, are 
outlined. Fourth, existing studies pertinent to the relationships between fam-
ily processes and adolescent purpose in life are reviewed. Fift h, meaning of 
life in Chinese adolescents experiencing life adversity is examined. Finally, 
conceptual, methodological, and practical limitations of the existing stud-
ies are discussed and future research directions are outlined. In this chapter, 
meaning in life refers to personal reasons for existence, perceived worth of 
life, and life goals. Th e terms meaning in life and purpose in life will be used 
interchangeably in this chapter.

Assessment of Life Meaning and Purpose in Life

Two main approaches have been used to assess life meaning and purpose in 
life in Chinese adolescents. With reference to surveys conducted by social sci-
entists (mainly sociologists and social work researchers), meaning in life was 
commonly assessed by single items or questions. In the study of young peo-
ple’s outlook on life (Th e Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups, 1997), three 
questions asking about the life aspirations of young people were included: 
(a)  the respondent’s ranking of the importance of six things in life, includ-
ing wealth, family, health, friends, social status and peace of mind; (b) areas 
of life that the respondents would like to achieve most of the time when they 
are aged 35 (achievement including knowledge, career, social status, power, 
making money, a happy marriage, having children, ability to contribute to 
society, and a livelihood that gives one nothing to worry about); and (c) per-
ceived factors that determine one’s ability to achieve one’s life goals (including 
one’s own eff ort, help from other people, coordination of all aspects, luck, and 
God’s will). Th ese items were used again in a follow-up study of Th e Hong 
Kong Federation of Youth Groups (2000). Similarly, in the Indicators of Social 
Development Project (Lau, Lee, Wan, & Wong, 2005), one question was used 
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to assess the respondents’ perception of the most important ingredient for 
a happy life, including health, peace of mind, money, having fi lial children, 
freedom, love, marriage and family, career, material enjoyment, and serving 
society and others.

On the other hand, researchers have used psychological scales comprising 
multiple items to assess the construct of meaning of life or purpose in life. Th e 
most commonly used measure is the Chinese version of the Purpose in Life 
Questionnaire (Chinese PIL). Th e PIL was designed to quantify existential 
meaning perceived by an individual (Crumbaugh, 1968; Duft on & Perlman, 
1986), and evidence has been accumulated on its reliability and validity. Th ere 
are 20 items in the PIL, which covers diff erent aspects of purpose in life, 
including (a) whether one perceives that life is boring, exciting, empty, worth 
living, meaningful, refreshing, confusing, under control, and a source of plea-
sure; (b) whether one has life goals and made related progress; (c) whether one 
would choose not to exist in this world or consider suicide; (d) whether one 
would enjoy retirement life and is prepared for death; and (e) one’s perception 
of human nature and one’s sense of responsibility. Th e Chinese PIL was mod-
eled aft er the Western literature (Crumbaugh, 1968; Shek, 1986, 1988).

A survey of the literature shows that the Chinese PIL possessed accept-
able psychometric properties. Based on 2,150 Chinese secondary school 
students, Shek (1986, 1988) showed that the items in the Chinese PIL were 
internally consistent. In another study based on 500 Chinese college stu-
dents, the reliability of the Chinese PIL was high. Utilizing a longitudinal 
research design, Shek (1999a, 1999b, 1999c) showed that the Chinese PIL 
was reliable at diff erent times and across time. Regarding the validity of the 
Chinese PIL, research fi ndings showed that the Chinese PIL scores were con-
currently (Shek, 1992) and longitudinally (Shek, 1999a) related to diff erent 
measures of psychological symptoms and positive mental health indicators, 
thus providing support for its construct validity. Finally, factor-analytic 
fi ndings revealed that two dominant dimensions emerged from the Chinese 
PIL (Shek, 1988). Th ese include the Quality of Existence subscale (Items 1, 2, 
5, 6, 8, 9, 11, 12, 16, and 19) and the Purpose of Existence subscale (sum of 
Items 3, 4, 13, 17, 18, and 20).

Another general measure of meaning in life is the Chinese version of 
the Existential Well-Being Scale (EXIST). Formed as part of the Spiritual 
Well-Being Scale, EXIST was constructed by Paloutzian and Ellison (1982) 
to assess life direction and satisfaction. Th ere are 10 items in the scale. Th e 
respondent is invited to determine the extent to which (a) he or she feels that 
life is pleasurable, gratifying, healthy, enjoyable, good, confl icting in nature, 
meaningful, and anxiety provoking with reference to the future; and (b) he or 
she has a life direction and some life goals.

Th ere are several studies showing that the EXIST possessed acceptable 
psychometric properties. Based on 500 Chinese college students, Shek (1993) 
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showed that the EXIST was internally consistent and the scores were associ-
ated with other measures of psychological well-being, including the Chinese 
PIL. In a series of studies examining the relationships between family func-
tioning and adolescent psychological well-being, Shek (2003c) showed that 
EXIST was reliable in diff erent samples and the scale was associated with 
other measures of psychological well-being, including trait anxiety, mastery, 
life satisfaction, and self-esteem. Further evidence supporting the reliability 
and validity of the scale could be seen from the cross-sectional and longitudi-
nal studies on adolescents experiencing economic disadvantage (Shek, 2003a, 
2005a; Shek et al., 2001).

In addition to the foregoing general measures of meaning of life in ado-
lescents are subscales assessing purpose in life, which is also intrinsic to 
some of the generic measures of adolescent development. In the Chinese 
Positive Youth Development Scale developed by Shek, Siu, and Lee (2007) 
are subscales assessing 15 positive youth development constructs, includ-
ing bonding, resilience, social competence, emotional competence, cognitive 
competence, behavioral competence, moral competence, self-determination, 
self-effi  cacy, spirituality, beliefs in the future, clear and positive identity, rec-
ognition for positive behavior, prosocial involvement, and prosocial norms. 
In the subscale measuring spirituality, seven items modeled aft er the items 
in the Chinese PIL were examined. In the Outlook on Life Scale (Lau & Lau, 
1996), four items were used to form the subscale assessing how the respon-
dents viewed their own lifestyles, including whether (a) life is meaningless, 
(b) life is worth living, (c) life is full of fun and joy, and (d) one lives a posi-
tive life. In the Person–Social Development Self-Effi  cacy Inventory (PSD-SEI) 
developed by Yuen et al. (2006), there is an Interest and Life Goals subscale 
that assesses the existence of life goals and related plans for goal attainment 
in Chinese adolescents.

Finally, the Chinese Beliefs About Adversity Scale (CBA) was developed 
to assess how Chinese people make sense when facing life with adversity 
(Shek, 2004, 2005a; Shek et al., 2001). Th ere are nine items in this scale, 
including the following items: (a) “Chi de ku zhong ku, fang wei ren 
shange ren” (hardship increases stature); (b) “Hao chou ming sheng cheng” 
(whether a life is good or bad depends on fate); (c) “You zhi zhe shi jing 
cheng” (when there is a will, there is a way); (d) “Zhi yao you heng xin, tie 
zhu mo cheng zhen” (If you work hard enough, you can turn an iron rod 
into a needle); (e) “Ren qong zhi duan” (poverty stifl es ambition); (f) “Jiang 
qin bu zhuo, qin jian nai ku” (diligence is an important factor to overcome 
poverty); (g) “Ren ding sheng tian” (man is the master of his own fate); 
(h) “Zhi zu chang le” (a contented person is always happy); and (i) “Jiang 
xiang ben wu zhong, nan er dang zi qiang” (man is not born to greatness, 
he achieves it by his own eff ort). Reliability analyses showed that this scale 
was reliable at a specifi c time and across time in diff erent samples. Th e CBA 
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scores were also signifi cantly associated with other measures of psychologi-
cal well-being.

Profi les and Sociodemographic Correlates of 
Meaning of Life in Chinese Adolescents

Th e profi les on meaning of life in Chinese adolescents in Hong Kong can 
be inferred from several social surveys in Hong Kong. Th e outlook on life 
among young people in Hong Kong was examined in a social survey con-
ducted by Th e Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups (1997). Th e fi ndings 
on the life aspirations of young people showed that respondents ranked the 
importance of several things in life in the following order: family, health, 
friends, peace of mind, wealth, and social status. Regarding the question “In 
which area of life do you hope you will have achieved most by the time you are 
35 years old?”, results are as follows: career (66.1%), a happy marriage (8.9%), 
making money (5.9%), social status (4.2%), having children (3.0%), knowl-
edge (1.4%), and a livelihood that gives me nothing to worry about (1.1%). 
Whereas most respondents believed that they could achieve their ideals by 
themselves (75.9%), others believed that luck or God’s will (5.5%), help of oth-
ers (3.1%), and coordination of all aspects (5.2%) determined their ability to 
achieve their life goals.

In a follow-up study of the outlook on life among young people in Hong 
Kong, similar fi ndings were reported (Th e Hong Kong Federation of Youth 
Groups, 2000). For the life aspirations of young people, results showed that 
respondents ranked the importance of several items in life in the following 
order: health, family, friends, wealth, peace of mind, and social status. An 
integration of the fi ndings of both surveys suggested that family and health 
were the two most important goals of life in Chinese adolescents. Regarding 
the question “In which area of life do you hope you will have achieved most by 
the time you are 35 years old?”, the responses were as follows: career (66.1%), a 
happy marriage (9.3%), knowledge (3.7%), a livelihood that gives me nothing to 
worry about (3.7%), making money (2.7%), having children (1.1%), and social 
status (1.0%). Results also showed that whereas more males regarded career 
as an important life goal, more adolescent girls regarded a happy marriage as 
an important life goal. In addition, the signifi cance of career was positively 
related to educational attainment. Whereas most of respondents believed that 
they could achieve their ideals by themselves (66.5%), others believed that luck 
or God’s will (10.8%), help of others (2.1%), and coordination of all aspects 
(7.9%) determined their ability to achieve their life goals. Compared with the 
1997 survey, however, the fi ndings showed that while there was a signifi cant 
reduction in the number of participants believing that one’s eff ort would lead 
to the achievement of life goals, the proportion of adolescents who believed 
in God’s will and luck increased throughout time. One possibility for this 
change is that as Hong Kong experienced the Asian fi nancial crisis in 2000, 
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human eff ort was rather minute in altering life under such unstable fi nancial 
conditions.

In the study of youth trends in Hong Kong, several questions were used 
by Th e Hong Kong Federation of Youth Groups (2008) to understand the life 
outlook of Chinese adolescents in Hong Kong. With reference to the item “sui-
cide is unacceptable,” 75.5% of the respondents agreed to the item and 1.5% 
were undecided. Regarding the item “religion is important to my life,” 62.1% 
of the respondents disagreed and 1.9% were undecided. Finally, 83.6% of the 
respondents disagreed that their lives were negative and 0.4% were undecided. 
Based on the foregoing fi ndings, the researchers concluded that the life out-
look of young people in Hong Kong was generally positive in nature.

Th e profi les of purpose in life based on validated measures of meaning of 
life were also reported. Based on the responses of Chinese secondary school 
students to the Chinese PIL, Shek (1986) reported that the mean total score of 
Chinese students was comparatively lower than that of the Western subjects. 
A similar fi nding was obtained in a sample of postsecondary school students 
by Shek, Hong, and Cheung (1987), who observed that more than one fi ft h 
of the subjects felt bored and confused about life and had seriously thought 
about suicide. In an attempt to understand purpose in life among university 
students, Shek (1993) showed that although the mean total PIL score was 
higher than that derived from secondary school students, it was still lower 
than that of the Western subjects reported in the literature. 

Regarding the sociodemographic correlates of meaning in life in Chinese 
adolescents, the related research fi ndings are generally equivocal and the eff ect 
sizes were small (Chou, 2000). Regarding gender diff erences in meaning of life 
in Chinese adolescents, although Shek reported that adolescent boys displayed 
a higher level of Chinese PIL scores than did Chinese girls (1986, 1989b), gen-
der diff erences were not found in other studies (1993, 1999c). Concerning 
age diff erences in purpose in life, whereas Shek (1986) showed that age was 
positively related to purpose in life in secondary school students, Shek (1993) 
found that there was no relationship between age and Chinese PIL scores.

Th e existing research fi ndings also showed that adolescent meaning in 
life was not strongly related to economic disadvantage. Shek et al. (2001) 
showed that existential well-being in adolescents receiving welfare was not 
diff erent from that based on adolescents not receiving welfare. A diff erent 
picture emerged, however, when perceived economic stress and future eco-
nomic worry as correlates of adolescent meaning of life were focused upon. 
Shek (2003b) showed that higher levels of economic stress based on ratings 
obtained from parents and adolescents were generally related to lower levels 
of adolescent existential well-being in 229 families receiving welfare. Relative 
to current economic stress perceived by adolescents, future economic worry 
perceived by adolescents was more strongly related to the existential well-
being of Chinese adolescents with economic disadvantage. In short, the 
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picture on the sociodemographic correlates of Chinese adolescent life mean-
ing is not clear.

Purpose in Life and Adolescent Developmental Outcomes

Frankl’s (1988) conceptualization about human nature is based on the premise 
of “will to meaning” (p. 43). Th e basic thesis proposed by Frankl is that when 
there is a vacuum in existence, mental problems come in to “fi ll the vacuum.” 
When a person fails to fi nd meaning in life and a state of vacuum of perceived 
meaning in personal existence (i.e., existential vacuum) is present, he or she 
is confronted by “existential frustration,” which is characterized by the feel-
ing of boredom (Crumbaugh, 1968). Although the occurrence of existential 
vacuum does not necessarily lead to noogenic neuroses, it was contended that 
existential vacuum is an etiological factor of psychopathology. Based on such 
reasoning, it is expected that purpose in life is causally related to adolescent 
developmental outcomes. In a review of the relationships between meaning in 
life and well-being, psychopathology, and spirituality, Steger (Chapter 8, this 
volume) shows that people experiencing greater life meaning report greater 
well-being, less psychopathology, and more positive experience of spiritual-
ity. Th ere are also research fi ndings showing that life meaning is intimately 
related to adjustment in older people (Krause, Chapter 19, this volume) and 
cancer survivors (Park, Chapter 23, this volume).

Th ere are research fi ndings showing that purpose in life was associated with 
psychological symptoms. Based on 2,150 Chinese secondary school students’ 
responses to the Chinese PIL, Shek (1992) showed that the total Chinese PIL, 
Quality of Existence (QEXIST) subscale, and Purpose of Existence (PEXIST) 
subscale scores were signifi cantly related to other instruments assessing 
psychiatric symptoms indexed by the General Health Questionnaire, Beck 
Depression Inventory, and the State-Trait Anxiety Inventory. Relative to 
PEXIST scores, QEXIST scores were found to be more predictive of psycho-
logical symptoms. Participants with diff erent existential status (defi ned by 
high vs. low levels of QEXIST and PEXIST) also displayed diff erent levels 
of psychological symptoms. Based on the responses of 500 Chinese college 
students, Shek (1993) found that the Chinese PIL scores were signifi cantly 
associated with general psychological problems, trait anxiety, depression, and 
hopelessness. Furthermore, participants with diff erent existential status also 
displayed diff erent levels of psychological symptoms.

Th ere are also longitudinal data showing the relationship between purpose 
in life and psychological symptoms over time. In a longitudinal study exam-
ining psychological well-being and parenting behavior, Shek (1999b) showed 
that lower PIL scores were associated with higher levels of psychiatric morbid-
ity and hopelessness. Similarly, Shek (1998d) reported that whereas Time 1 
general psychological symptoms did not predict Time 2 purpose in life, 
Time 1 purpose in life did predict Time 2 general psychological symptoms.
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Other research fi ndings show that besides being associated with psychi-
atric symptoms, meaning in life was also related to positive mental health 
measures: Shek (1992) reported that the Chinese PIL scores were positively 
related to measures of ego strength and self-image; Shek (1993) showed that 
the Chinese PIL scores were related to measures of self-esteem, life satisfac-
tion, and existential well-being; Shek (1999b, 1998d) showed that the Chinese 
PIL scores were concurrently and longitudinally associated with self-esteem 
and life satisfaction. In a series of studies, Shek (2001a, 2003b, 2004, 2005a) 
reported that the Existential Well-Being Scale scores were positively related 
to life satisfaction, mastery, and self-esteem. Shek, Siu, and Lee (2007) also 
showed that the Spirituality subscale scores of the Chinese Positive Youth 
Development Scale were positively associated with other positive youth devel-
opment constructs, including bonding, resilience, social competence, emo-
tional competence, cognitive competence, behavioral competence, moral 
competence, self-determination, self-effi  cacy, beliefs in the future, clear and 
positive identity, recognition for positive behavior, prosocial involvement, and 
prosocial norms. Th ese fi ndings are generally consistent with the views of Ryff  
and Singer (1998) that sense of meaning and sense of self-realization are two 
key components of positive mental health, where meaning in life provides the 
necessary inner resources to fuel optimal functioning. 

Th ere are also research fi ndings showing that meaning in life was related 
to prosocial behavior and antisocial behavior. In the study conducted by 
Shek, Ma, and Cheung (1994), the Chinese version of the Purpose in Life 
Questionnaire was administered to 790 Chinese secondary school students, 
along with other instruments assessing their antisocial and prosocial behav-
ior. Th e results showed that the Quality of Existence and Purpose of Existence 
subscales of the Chinese PIL scores were correlated signifi cantly with all 
measures of antisocial and prosocial behavior, with those having higher 
C-PIL scores showing less antisocial behavior and more prosocial behavior. 
Th e results also showed that relative to Quality of Existence subscale scores, 
Purpose of Existence subscale scores were found to be more predictive of 
antisocial and prosocial behavior measures. Th e research fi ndings are con-
sistent with Frankl’s (1963) notion that meaning in life is intimately related 
to psychological symptoms as indexed by antisocial behavior. Th e fi ndings 
also suggest that purpose in life is associated with positive social behavior as 
indexed by prosocial behavior.

Finally, research fi ndings revealed that meaning in life was associated with 
problem behavior. In the study conducted by the Narcotics Division (1994), 
substance abusers and control subjects could be diff erentiated in terms of the 
C-PIL scores at the total scale, subscale, and item levels. Generally speaking, 
substance abusers displayed lower meaning of life indexed by the Chinese 
PIL measures than did the control participants. Th e Chinese Existential 
Well-Being Scale scores were also negatively related to substance abuse (Shek, 
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1997a). In another study, the Spirituality subscale scores of the Chinese 
Positive Youth Development Scale were negatively associated with substance 
abuse, delinquency, and behavioral intention to engage in high-risk behav-
ior, including consumption of alcohol, smoking, consumption of illicit drugs, 
engagement in sexual behavior, and gambling.

Family Processes and Adolescent Meaning of Life

Fry (1998) explicitly stated that “it is through supportive and sharing relation-
ships within a trusting and accepting atmosphere that the adolescent gains the 
courage to explore what experiences make sense or provide meaning even in 
the face of doubts” (p. 98), thus highlighting the role of intimate relationships 
in the development of adolescent purpose in life. Within the family context, 
two types of family experiences may shape meaning of life in adolescents: 
dyadic family processes (e.g., parent–child relationship and marital quality of 
the parents, Shek, 2000) and systemic family attributes (e.g., family function-
ing and communication patterns).

Th ere are several cross-sectional studies showing that the quality of par-
enting was positively related to adolescent meaning of life indexed by the 
Chinese PIL. Shek (1989a) reported that parental-treatment-style scores were 
positively related to Chinese PIL scores in 2,150 secondary school students. 
Similarly, Shek (1993) found that parenting quality was positively related to 
Chinese PIL scores in 500 Chinese college students. Based on 429 adolescents, 
research fi ndings showed that parenting quality indexed by global parenting 
and specifi c parenting measures were positively related to Chinese PIL scores 
(Shek, 1995b, 1997a). In a sample of Chinese adolescents with low academic 
achievement, Shek, Chan, and Lee (1997) also showed that parenting qualities 
were positively related to the Chinese PIL scores.

Several cross-sectional studies have showed that parenting attributes were 
related to adolescent meaning of life indexed by the Existential Well-Being 
Scale (Shek, 2002e). In a series of studies examining the relationship between 
family processes and adolescent development, Shek (2002c) showed that posi-
tive parenting attributes (e.g., parental support and involvement) were related 
to existential well-being in several samples. In a sample of 1,519 Chinese sec-
ondary school students, Shek et al. (2001) also reported that more positive 
parenting qualities were positively related to adolescent existential well-being 
scores. In another study based on Chinese adolescents experiencing economic 
disadvantage, Shek (2002b) showed that positive parenting attributes based 
on the modifi ed Paternal Parenting Scale and Maternal Parenting Scale were 
related to higher existential well-being.

Th ere are also longitudinal research fi ndings showing that parenting char-
acteristics were related to adolescent life meaning. In a longitudinal study 
examining the relationships between perceived parenting characteristics 
and adolescent psychological well-being in a sample of Chinese adolescents 
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(N = 378), Shek (1999b) showed that global parenting styles and specifi c par-
enting behavior were concurrently related to purpose in life at Time 1 and 
Time 2; longitudinal and prospective analyses (Time 1 predictors predicting 
Time 2 criterion variables) suggest that the relations between parenting char-
acteristics and adolescent purpose in life were bidirectional in nature. Results 
showed that the strength of association between perceived parenting charac-
teristics and purpose in life was stronger in female than in male adolescents. 
Shek (2003a) also examined the relationship between parenting behavior and 
existential well-being in 199 adolescents experiencing economic disadvantage 
over time. Results showed that parenting characteristics were concurrently 
and longitudinally related to existential well-being, although the eff ect sizes 
of the correlation coeffi  cients were not high. Shek (1999a) further showed that 
the association between perceived parenting behavior and adolescent psycho-
logical well-being was stronger in adolescents with a lower sense of purpose in 
life than in those with a higher level of purpose, thus suggesting that a higher 
sense of purpose in life provides a buff er against the impact of negative par-
enting behavior on adolescent well-being.

In addition, there are studies showing that parent–adolescent confl icts 
are related to meaning in life in Chinese adolescents. Based on a sample of 
Chinese secondary school students with low academic achievement (N = 365), 
Shek, Chan, and Lee (1997) showed that parent–adolescent confl ict was nega-
tively related to Chinese PIL scores. In another study, Shek (1997c) examined 
the association between parent–adolescent confl ict and adolescent adjustment 
in 429 Chinese adolescents using children’s and parents’ reports of parent–
adolescent confl ict. Results generally showed that parent–adolescent confl icts 
based on ratings obtained from diff erent sources were signifi cantly related 
to purpose in life. Similarly, longitudinal fi ndings (Shek, 1998b) showed that 
parent–adolescent confl ict based on ratings obtained from diff erent sources 
were concurrently and longitudinally related to purpose in life, and the fi nd-
ings suggest that the relationships between parent–adolescent confl ict and 
adolescent psychological well-being were bidirectional in nature. Shek (2002c) 
further showed that both parental support and parental confl ict were related 
to existential well-being. Multiple regression analyses showed that parental 
support was a stronger determinant of adolescent purpose in life. 

Based on several quantitative and qualitative measures of paternal and 
maternal parenting characteristics (including adolescents’ perceptions of and 
satisfaction with parenting styles, perceived parent–adolescent confl ict, per-
ceived frequency of parent–adolescent communication and related feelings, 
and perceived parent–adolescent relationship), Shek (1999c) showed that the 
questionnaire and interview measures at each time could be grouped into 
two stable factors: Paternal Parenthood Qualities and Maternal Parenthood 
Qualities. Although both factors generally had signifi cant concurrent and 
longitudinal correlations with adolescent purpose in life, Parental Parenthood 
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Qualities at Time 1 predicted changes in adolescent purpose in life at Time 2, 
whereas Maternal Parenthood Qualities at Time 1 did not. Adolescent pur-
pose in life at Time 1 was found to predict changes in Maternal Parenthood 
Qualities but not Paternal Parenthood Qualities at Time 2. Relative to 
Maternal Parenthood Qualities, Paternal Parenthood Qualities were gener-
ally found to exert a stronger impact on adolescent purpose in life.

Based on a study of 199 Chinese adolescents with economic disadvantage 
in Hong Kong, Shek (2005c) reported that perceived parental parenthood 
qualities (indexed by perceived parenting styles, support and help from par-
ents, and confl ict and relationship with parents) were related to adolescent 
existential well-being. Longitudinal correlation analyses showed that whereas 
Paternal Parenthood Qualities at Time 1 predicted adolescent existential 
well-being at Time 2, Maternal Parenthood Qualities at Time 1 predicted 
adolescent substance abuse and delinquency at Time 2. Partial correlation 
and multiple regression analyses showed that whereas Paternal Parenthood 
Qualities predicted changes in adolescent adjustment over time, Maternal 
Parenthood Qualities did not. In contrast, adolescent adjustment did not pre-
dict any changes in perceived parental parenthood qualities over time.

Finally, there are research fi ndings showing that family functioning is 
related to adolescent meaning in life (Shek, 1997b, 1998c, 2002b). Th ere 
are several cross-sectional studies showing that family functioning was 
related to adolescent life meaning. Utilizing the Chinese Self-Report Family 
Inventory, Shek (2003c) showed that family functioning was positively 
related to existential well-being in a convenient sample (N = 361), clinical 
sample (N = 281), nonclinical sample (N = 451), and community sample 
(3,649). Based on the Chinese Family Assessment Device, Shek (2003c) 
showed that the Existential Well-Being Scale scores were positively related 
to the total and subscale scores of the Chinese Family Assessment Device. 
Utilizing the Chinese Family Awareness Scale, Shek (2002d) reported that 
the scale scores were positively related to the total scores of the Existential 
Well-Being Scale. Shek (2002a) also demonstrated that life meaning indexed 
by the Existential Well-Being Scale was positively related to the Chinese 
Family Assessment Instrument. 

Th ere are other studies showing that meaning in life was associated with 
family functioning over time. Using children’s and parents’ reports of family 
functioning (N = 378), Shek (1998d) showed that family functioning based on 
ratings obtained from diff erent sources were concurrently and longitudinally 
related to purpose in life at Time 1 and Time 2. Similarly, Shek (1998a) fur-
ther showed that adolescent and parent discrepancies in perceptions of family 
functioning were concurrently and longitudinally related to adolescent pur-
pose in life at Time 1 and Time 2; further, the longitudinal analyses suggest 
that relations between discrepancies in perceptions of family functioning and 
adolescent purpose in life were bidirectional.
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In a sample of 199 adolescents experiencing economic disadvantage, 
Shek (2005b) showed that perceived family functioning was concurrently 
related to measures of adolescent existential well-being at Time  1 and 
Time 2. Longitudinal and prospective analyses (Time 1 predictors predict-
ing Time 2 criterion variables) suggest that the relations between perceived 
family functioning and adolescent existential well-being and problem 
behavior were bidirectional. Th e longitudinal linkages between family 
functioning and adolescent existential well-being were found to be stronger 
in Chinese adolescent girls than in Chinese adolescent boys with economic 
disadvantage.

Meaning in Life in Chinese Adolescents Experiencing Adversity

According to Korotkov (1998), meaningfulness is a core construct in the 
sense of coherence. Consistent with this notion, there are research fi ndings 
suggesting that meaning in life is an important factor in helping adolescents 
to face adversity. Utilizing the Chinese Beliefs About Adversity Scale, Shek 
(2004) examined the relationship between beliefs about adversity and adjust-
ment in Chinese adolescents (N = 1,519). Results showed that adolescents with 
stronger endorsement of positive Chinese beliefs (or weaker endorsement of 
negative Chinese beliefs) about adversity generally had better psychological 
well-being and school adjustment and less problem behavior. Although ado-
lescents’ degree of agreement with Chinese cultural beliefs about adversity 
was generally associated with adolescent adjustment, this relationship was 
stronger in adolescents with economic disadvantage than in adolescents with-
out economic disadvantage. 

In another study based on 229 Chinese families experiencing economic 
disadvantage, Shek, Tang, et al. (2003) showed that adolescents with stronger 
endorsement of positive Chinese beliefs about adversity generally displayed 
better psychological well-being and school adjustment and less problem 
behavior. Maternal, but not paternal, endorsement of Chinese beliefs about 
adversity was related to adolescent adjustment. Parental, but not adolescent 
children’s, endorsement of Chinese beliefs about adversity, was related to the 
parent’s own psychological adjustment. Th e strengths of association between 
endorsement of Chinese beliefs about adversity and psychological well-being 
were similar in the fathers, mothers, and adolescent children samples. No sig-
nifi cant diff erences were found among fathers, mothers, and adolescent chil-
dren on their endorsement of Chinese beliefs about adversity.

Finally, Shek (2005a) examined the relationships between Chinese cultural 
beliefs about adversity and psychological well-being and problem behavior 
in 199 Chinese adolescents with economic disadvantage. Results showed 
that endorsement of Chinese cultural beliefs about adversity was concur-
rently related to measures of adolescent psychological well-being (existen-
tial well-being, mastery, life satisfaction, self-esteem, and general psychiatric 
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morbidity) and problem behavior (substance abuse and delinquency) at Time 
1 and Time 2. Partial correlation and multiple regression analyses showed 
that whereas Chinese beliefs about adversity at Time 1 predicted changes in 
developmental outcomes at Time 2 (except self-esteem), developmental out-
come variables at Time 1 did not predict changes in endorsement of Chinese 
cultural beliefs about adversity at Time 2. Th e fi ndings suggest that identifi ca-
tion with Chinese cultural beliefs about adversity is an important factor that 
infl uences the psychosocial adjustment of Chinese adolescents experiencing 
economic disadvantage.

Research fi ndings on meaning in life in adolescents with and without 
economic disadvantage based on two studies were reported by Shek et al. 
(2003). In Study 1, the relationship between meaning in life indexed by the 
Existential Well-Being Scale and adjustment of adolescents with and without 
economic disadvantage was examined in 1,519 Chinese adolescents. Results 
showed that adolescents with higher scores in the Existential Well-Being Scale 
had better psychological well-being and school adjustment and less problem 
behavior (including substance abuse and delinquency), and the relationship 
was stronger in adolescents with economic disadvantage than in adolescents 
without economic disadvantage. In Study 2, life meaning in 12 Chinese ado-
lescents with economic disadvantage was explored by means of qualitative 
interviews. Results showed that poor adolescents derived life meaning from 
diff erent sources and that money was not an important factor in the origin of 
life meaning in poor adolescents. Adolescents who placed greater emphasis 
on the importance on money tended to have poorer psychosocial adjustment. 
Adolescents who felt their lives to be controlled by fate rather by themselves 
generally showed poorer adjustment.

Adopting a qualitative methodology, Shek, Lam, Lam, and Tang (2004) 
engaged in qualitative interviews to study the perceptions of present, ideal, and 
future lives among 12 Chinese adolescents experiencing economic disadvan-
tage. Results showed that most of the adolescents evaluated their present lives 
positively. Th ey also had positive perceptions of their future lives, although 
negative feelings were also associated with such perceptions. Although money 
did not play an important role in the adolescents’ perceptions of present 
lives, future lives, life goals, and ideal careers, economic suffi  ciency emerged 
as a major theme from the perspective of their ideal lives. Further, although 
adolescents with better psychosocial adjustment appeared to evaluate their 
present lives more positively than did adolescents with relatively poorer psy-
chosocial adjustment, there were no diff erences between the two groups in 
terms of their views on ideal and future lives.

Existing Research Gaps and Future Research Directions

What are future research directions as far as the study of life meaning and 
purpose in life in Chinese adolescents is concerned? Conceptually speaking, 
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although the present review shows that ecological factors in individual, inter-
personal, and familial contexts are related to purpose in life, there are sev-
eral conceptual gaps. First, although Frankl’s (1963, 1988) theory posits that 
purpose in life infl uences developmental outcomes, how the developmental 
outcomes infl uence the development of purpose in life is far from clear (i.e., 
bidirectional infl uences between purpose in life and developmental out-
comes). Obviously, accumulation of research fi ndings in this area would help 
to enrich Frankl’s idea on the role of existential vacuum in human behavior. 
In view of the fi ndings of Wrosch, Scheier, Miller, and Carver (Chapter 24, this 
volume) that reengagement in other meaningful goals will take place when 
the original life goals are unattainable, it would be theoretically stimulating to 
examine the role of adaptive self-regulative processes related to unattainable 
life goals. Future studies on conceptualization, assessment, and treatment of 
discrepancies in meaning (Slattery and Park, Chapter 22, this volume) would 
also be interesting.

Second, based on the ecological model, further studies should be conducted 
to examine how individual factors (e.g., religiosity and values), family factors 
(e.g., global parenting vs. specifi c parenting practice; behavioral control and 
psychological control), and social factors (e.g., endorsement of Chinese super-
stitious beliefs) are related to adolescent purpose in life. Th is research direc-
tion is consistent with the argument of Fry (1998) that “whether adolescents’ 
life meaning and wisdom will grow and unfold from being relatively straight-
forward to being mature and complex will depend invariably on the presence 
or absence of a number of other intervening and moderating infl uences and 
contextual factors” (p. 93). With reference to the work of Peterson and Park 
(Chapter 13, this volume), it would be theoretically interesting to look at the 
relationships among life meaning, character building, and religiousness. Th e 
work of Shmotkin and Shrira (Chapter 7, this volume) also shows the common 
as well as the unique nature of life meaning and subjective well-being.

Th ird, although the present review highlights the importance of family 
processes in adolescent purpose in life, further work is needed to examine 
how specifi c family processes and related experiences are related to adolescent 
purpose in life. For example, it would be interesting to study how the purpose 
in life of the parents is related to that of their adolescent children. Aron and 
Aron (Chapter 9, this volume) also point out the achievement of life meaning 
through love in close relationships.

Finally, given that the concept of meaning in life and the associated 
 concepts have mainly been imported from the West, indigenous concepts 
and theories about meaning in life in relation to diff erent Chinese religions 
and philosophies (e.g., Confucianism, Buddhism, Taoism) should be devel-
oped and investigated. For example, Kwee (Chapter 12, this volume) attempts 
to look at meaning and happiness among adversity based on New Buddhist 
Psychology. In Confucian thought, a life is meaningful if one can sacrifi ce 
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oneself to promote the well-being of the collective entity. In the Buddhist 
thoughts, meaning of life can be achieved only if we transcend the illusions 
of the material world. In the Taoist thoughts, meaning of life can be under-
stood only in terms of one’s harmony with the universe. Obviously, the values 
underlying these religious and philosophical systems are in sharp contrast 
to the emphases on achievement and material possession in Hong Kong. As 
such, more research should be conducted to examine the conception of life 
meaning in Chinese adolescents and their life goals (Shek, 2001b).

Methodologically speaking, there are several research directions that 
deserve our attention. First, except for a few attempts (e.g., the Chinese Beliefs 
About Adversity Scale), instruments assessing purpose in life in Chinese ado-
lescents are mostly translated Western measures (Ho & Ho, 2007). It is not 
uncommon for social scientists to use “imported” Western concepts to study 
Chinese behavior and phenomena, yet it is important to refl ect on whether 
such imported concepts really can capture Chinese meaning of life phenom-
ena. Essentially, the issue that should be addressed is whether an “emic” or 
“etic” approach should be used to examine purpose in life in Chinese ado-
lescents. Following the earlier argument on the need to examine indige-
nous Chinese concepts on meaning in life, it would be helpful if indigenous 
Chinese measures on meaning in life in Chinese adolescents could be devised. 
Unfortunately, as pointed out by Shek, Chan, and Lee (2005), the Chinese lit-
erature on psychosocial assessment tools is thin, and there is an obvious need 
to strengthen it. 

Second, most of the existing studies investigating the antecedents and 
consequences of meaning in life are cross-sectional studies. Although cross-
sectional studies can help to identify the correlates of meaning in life, causal 
relationships involved cannot be clearly established. With reference to the 
comment of Shek, Chan, and Lee (2005) that there are very few longitudinal 
quality-of-life studies in the Chinese culture, it is obvious that more longi-
tudinal studies should be carried out. Furthermore, longitudinal studies are 
necessary to test the pivotal hypothesis of logotherapy that meaning in life is 
an antecedent of adolescent developmental outcomes.

Th ird, this literature review reveals that with a few exceptions, quantita-
tive methods have primarily been used to study meaning of life in Chinese 
adolescents. Although the postpositivistic approach represents the dominant 
research paradigm in social science research, its limitations should be duly 
acknowledged (Ho & Ho, 2007). Furthermore, it is noteworthy that quali-
tative methods have been used in the literature to examine purpose in life 
(Ebersole, 1998). Methodologically, it would be illuminating if qualitative 
research adopting constructionist orientations could be carried out in future. 
Th e use of qualitative research can be regarded as particularly useful to look 
at the “insider” rather than “outsider” accounts of Chinese purpose in life and 
the related phenomena. However, a thorny issue that qualitative researchers 
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should pay attention to is how the quality of qualitative family studies can 
possibly be enhanced (Shek, Tang, & Han, 2005).

Fourth, comparative studies should be conducted to examine the topic of 
meaning in life in Chinese adolescents in diff erent communities. If a research 
study is claimed to be universally valid, it must be generalizable to diff erent 
participants at diff erent times in diff erent places. Generally speaking, there 
are two levels at which comparative meaning of life studies should be car-
ried out. First, fi ndings based on Chinese adolescents are compared to fi nd-
ings obtained from non-Chinese adolescents. Second, because China is a big 
country and there are regional diff erences involving diff erent ethnic groups, 
studies involving Chinese adolescents from diff erent parts of China are also 
important; that is, there should be comparative studies within the Chinese 
contexts. Given that the literature on meaning in life in Chinese adolescents is 
dominated by research studies in Hong Kong, there is a need to replicate the 
related fi ndings in other Chinese communities. 

Practically speaking, because purpose in life plays an important role in 
human functioning (Maddi, 1998), it is important to explore how meaning-
centered counseling strategies and techniques (Wong, 1998; Wong, Chapter 28, 
this volume) could be applied to promote the development of Chinese ado-
lescents. For example, Reker, Birren, and Svensson (Chapter 18, this volume) 
propose autobiographical methods to restore, maintain, and enhance per-
sonal meaning. Fry (1998) argued, “Adolescents trained in the early stages 
for acquiring a disposition of hardiness will move more eff ectively toward 
achieving a mature meaning for life and a positive sense of self-defi nition” 
(pp. 108–109). Accordingly, programs that attempt to promote adolescent 
purpose in life through hardiness training should be designed. Besides, there 
are programs that attempt to promote purpose in life in Chinese adolescents. 
For example, in the project entitled Positive Adolescent Training Th rough 
Holistic Social Programs (Project P.A.T.H.S.), units that attempt to promote 
life meaning of Chinese adolescents have been developed. Although the exist-
ing evaluation fi ndings suggest that the program can facilitate the search for 
life meaning among Chinese adolescent in Hong Kong (Shek, 2006), system-
atic and rigorous evaluation research eff orts are indispensable. Obviously, 
evaluation of programs with the aim of facilitating the search of life meaning 
among Chinese adolescents is another important future research direction.

In sum, several conclusions can be highlighted from the present review. 
First, the literature on meaning in life in Chinese adolescents is extremely 
thin. Except some studies in Hong Kong, which were mainly conducted by 
the author, published studies in China and Taiwan are almost nonexistent. 
Second, although some Chinese measures on adolescent life meaning are avail-
able, most of them are imported from the West and indigenously developed 
measures are few. Th ird, although some studies have generated profi les on life 
meaning and life goals among Chinese adolescents in Hong Kong, the related 
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fi ndings are not conclusive. In particular, the use of single-item or -question 
social surveys casts serious doubt on the validity of the fi ndings. Fourth, there 
is evidence showing that life meaning in Chinese adolescents is related to 
indicators of psychological well-being, prosocial behavior, antisocial behav-
ior, and problem behavior. In addition, although there is support for the thesis 
that meaning in life is causally linked to adolescent developmental outcomes, 
bidirectional infl uences among the two domains are also observed. Fift h, 
dyadic family processes (including marital quality of the parents, parenting 
attributes, and parent–adolescent confl ict) and systemic family functioning 
are related to adolescent life meaning. Sixth, there are research fi ndings sug-
gesting that positive meaning about life adversity can help Chinese adoles-
cents experiencing economic disadvantage to cope with the related adversity. 
Finally, conceptual, methodological, and practical gaps in the existing studies 
are discussed and future research directions are outlined.
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Inquiry into the meaning of life goes back to antiquity from Lao Tzu (trans. 
1913) to King Solomon (Ecclesiastes, New International Version). Th ere is 
also a long and venerable tradition in psychology of exploring the mean-
ing of human existence (Adler, 1931/1958; Frankl, 1963/1985; James, 1902; 
Jung, 1933; May, 1958) and self-actualization (Maslow, 1962; Rogers, 1980). 
However, empirical studies of meaning have been very recent (Wong & Fry, 
1998). Psychologists have long theorized about the functions of meaning in 
human adaptation and fl ourishing, but the development of instruments to 
measure meaning in life has been hampered by the diffi  culty of operationally 
defi ning the meaning construct. 

Personal Meaning Defi ned 

Reker and Wong (1988) defi ne personal meaning as the “cognizance of order, 
coherence and purpose in one’s existence, the pursuit and attainment of 
worthwhile goals, and an accompanying sense of fulfi llment” (p. 221). Wong 
(1989) defi nes personal meaning as an individually constructed cognitive 
system, which endows life with personal signifi cance. Th is meaning system, 
according to Wong’s (1998) implicit theories research, consists of fi ve compo-
nents: aff ective, motivational, cognitive, relational, and personal (i.e., personal 
characteristics and status in life). Dittmann-Kohli (1991) made a compelling 
case that the personal meaning system is most important with respect to one’s 
overall functioning. He states: 
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It is a dynamic, centralized structure with various sub-domains. It is 
conceived as a cognitive map that orients the individual in steering 
through the life course. Th e personal meaning system comprises the 
categories (conceptual schemes) used for self and life interpretation. It is 
a cognitive-aff ective network containing person-directed and environ-
ment-directed motivational cognitions and understandings, like goal 
concepts and behavior plans, conceptions of character and competen-
cies, of internal processes and mechanisms, various kinds of standards 
and self-appraisals. (as cited in Wong & Fry, 1998, p. 368)

Frankl (1963) emphasizes the motivational dimension of meaning. He 
asserts that the “will to meaning” is a signifi cant and universal human motive. 
Human are not merely biological, social, and psychological beings but also 
spiritual beings capable of transcending physical limitations through meaning 
and spirituality (Chapter 28, this volume). Frustration of the will to meaning 
leads to an “existential vacuum” characterized by a sense of meaninglessness, 
boredom, apathy, or indiff erence. 

Other motivational perspectives encompass broader psychological needs 
(Baumeister, 1991) and intrinsic goals (Emmons, 2005). Needs contribute 
to a sense of meaning when these needs are related to hope and purpose in 
future-oriented goal striving. Baumeister’s major needs related to subjec-
tive  fulfi llment—purpose, value, self-effi  cacy, and self-worth—map well on 
Wong’s four components of meaning: purpose, understanding, responsibility, 
and enjoyment. 

Goals refl ect a concrete plan to meet certain needs through action, com-
mitment, and engagement. Emmons (2005) conceptualizes meaning in peo-
ple’s lives in terms of pursuits of personally signifi cant goals: “Development 
of goals that allow for a greater sense of purpose in life is one of the corner-
stones of well-being” (p. 734). Emmons’s four areas of meaningful pursuit 
are work, intimacy, spirituality, and transcendence, which cover much of 
the same terrain as Wong’s (1998) seven sources of meaning. According to 
Emmons (2005), personal goals are the units of a meaningful life. He fur-
ther suggests that it is not just the attainment of goals but also the pursuit 
of them that makes life meaningful. However, a goal approach to mean-
ing is incomplete because philosophical views, personal beliefs, and self- 
knowledge are also important for one’s sense of meaning. Wong’s seven 
sources of meaning incorporate needs, goals, and cognitive components of 
meaning systems.

Th e struggle to discover and realize meaning continues throughout life. 
From the life-span perspective, values shift  and so do the sources of meaning 
(Baumeister, 1991; Erickson, 1963; Jung, 1971; Th urnher, 1975). Th e task of 
rebuilding a meaning subsystem is never-ending because of the ever-changing 
self and dwindling opportunities. Individuals not only try to maintain a sense 
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of continuity and coherence in the face of change but also attempt to compen-
sate multiple losses that come with advancing age.

Sources of Meaning

Individuals may diff er in what makes life meaningful; but on the basis of prior 
research, Reker and Wong (1988) have identifi ed the following major sources 
of meaning: (a) meeting such basic needs as food, shelter, and safety; (b) lei-
sure activities or hobbies; (c) creative work; (d) personal relationships (fam-
ily or friends); (e) personal achievement (education or career); (f) personal 
growth (wisdom or maturity); (g) social and political activism (e.g., the peace 
movement or antipollution campaigns); (h) altruism; (i) enduring values and 
ideals (truth, goodness, beauty, and justice); (j) traditions and culture, includ-
ing heritage or ethnocultural associations; (k) legacy (leaving a mark for pos-
terity); and (l) religion. Th ese sources of meaning encompass diff erent levels of 
needs, from basic biological needs to transcendental, spiritual needs. 

According to Schnell (2010), “Sources of meaning represent generalized 
and relatively stable orientations towards life ... [S]ources of meaning motivate 
commitment, give direction to life, and increase its signifi cance” (pp. 353–
354). Th ey do so because each source refl ects basic needs, corresponding life 
goals, and the four components of the meaning structure: purpose, under-
standing, responsible action, and enjoyment (Chapter 1, this volume). Th us, 
the Personal Meaning Profi le (PMP)  represents a comprehensive assessment 
of one’s meaning in life rather than a global subjective assessment of life as 
meaningful.

According to Westerhof, Bohlmeijer, and Valenkamp (2004), sources of 
meaning can come from (a) within the person (character traits, personal 
growth and achievement, self-acceptance, pleasure, fulfi llment, tranquility), 
(b) relationships (sense of connectedness, intimacy, quality relationships, 
altruism, service, communal consciousness), (c) physical integrity (function-
ing, health, appearance), (d) activities (work, leisure, hedonistic activities), 
and (e) material needs (possessions, fi nancial security, meeting basic needs). 
Beyond these fi ve general sources of meaning, however, there is also a need 
for a holistic, philosophical view of life consisting of values and beliefs, ideals, 
humanistic concerns, religion, culture, and existential themes. 

Personal Meaning Scales

Th e Purpose in Life (PIL) Test was developed by Crumbaugh and Maholick 
(1964) and inspired by Frankl’s logotherapy. It is a 20-item, 7-point attitude 
scale that assesses the degree to which an individual experiences a sense of 
meaning or purpose in life. Although it has been widely used, it has been criti-
cized for blending a few distinct factors (Dyck, 1987; Yalom, 1980).

Th e Seeking of Noetic Goals (SONG; Crumbaugh, 1977) and the Life 
Attitude Profi le (LAP; e.g., Reker & Peacock, 1981; Reker, Peacock, & Wong, 
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1987) were also designed to measure meaning in life. Th e SONG is a 20-item 
attitude scale that focuses on the motivation to fi nd meaning in life. Th e LAP 
is a 49-item multidimensional measure of life attitudes, assessing both the 
presence and absence of positive meaning and purpose. Both instruments are 
based on Frankl’s conceptions of will to meaning and the existential vacuum.

Th e Sense of Coherence (SOC) Scale was developed by Antonovsky 
(1983), a medical sociologist who challenged the pathogenic orientation (i.e., 
the disease model) and advocated the salutogenic orientation. Th e SOC is a 
29-item, 7-point Likert scale consisting of three subscales: Comprehensibility, 
Manageability, and Meaningfulness. Sense of coherence as measured by these 
three subscales has been shown to be important in predicting health and 
well-being (Korotkov, 1998). Th e SOC focuses on the cognitive component of 
meaning.

Th e Life Regard Index (LRI) was developed by Battista and Almond (1973). 
Th e LRI is a 28-item Likert scale designed as a measure of personal meaning 
independent of a priori conceptions of the “true nature” of personal meaning. 
Battista and Almond take the relativistic perspective that everyone has his or 
her own beliefs regarding what is meaningful. Th e LRI consists of two subscales: 
Th e Framework subscale measures whether an individual has the framework 
for developing a personal meaning system or a set of life goals. Th e Fulfi llment 
subscale indicates the extent to which these goals are fulfi lled; this scale may, 
however, be confounded with the outcome measure of life satisfaction. 

Development of the Personal Meaning Profi le

Th e PMP is a 57-item instrument intended to measure people’s perceptions 
of personal meaning in their lives. Th e construction of the PMP began by 
studying people’s own understanding of what constitutes a meaningful life by 
employing an implicit theories approach (Wong, 1998). Implicit theories are 
“laypeople’s conceptions and beliefs about various psychological constructs as 
compared to more formal models developed by psychologists” (p. 111). Th is 
bottom-up approach allows researchers to understand people’s ideas without 
imposing on them the researchers’ own theoretical biases.

Participants were drawn from various walks of life. Th ey were asked to 
describe what, in their minds, constituted an ideally meaningful life or ideally 
good life if money were not an issue. Th eir written responses were analyzed, 
condensed, and catalogued into a list of 102 items. Content analysis of these 
items revealed that they could be grouped into fi ve categories of psychological 
functions: cognitive, motivational, aff ective, relational, and personal.

Th e next step in the development of the PMP was to determine how many 
of the 102 items identifi ed in the previous study were characteristic of (a) an 
ideally meaningful life and (b) of themselves. Th e participants rated each item 
on a scale ranging from 1 (extremely uncharacteristic) to 9 (extremely charac-
teristic), with 5 indicating undecided for both the ideal and self-ratings. Items 
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that were rated less than 6.0 were considered not to be characteristic of an 
ideally meaningful life. Using this standard, a total of eight items fell below 
the cut-off  point, most of which had to do with religious beliefs and practices 
(e.g., “Seeks to glorify God”), though two items related to hedonic pursuits 
(i.e., “Satisfi es all one’s wants” and “Seeks pleasures”) also fell below the cut-
off  point. Participants were also asked to complete an eight-item Perceived 
Personal Meaning (PPM) Scale developed by Wong (1998) to serve as a crite-
rion measure. Steger, Frazier, Oishi, and Kaler’s (2006) Presence of Meaning 
subscale is very similar to Wong’s PPM. Th e PPM includes such items as “My 
life as a whole has meaning,” “My entire existence is full of meaning,” and “I 
led a meaningful life in the past.” Self-ratings were signifi cantly correlated 
with ideal ratings as well as the PPM. 

A third study was then conducted to determine whether people from dif-
ferent age groups have diff ering implicit theories of meaning as well as to 
determine the prototypical structure of ideal ratings through exploratory fac-
tor analysis. Th is study used a sample of 289 subjects divided into three age 
groups. Th e young adult group (18–29) consisted of 96 participants (46 males, 
50 females), the middle-age group (30–59) consisted of 107 participants 
(49  males, 58 females), and the elderly group (60+) consisted of 86 partici-
pants (43 males, 43 females). A total of 43 redundant and unrepresentative 
items from the original list of 102 were dropped for having low item–total 
correlations or falling below the cut-off  point of 6.0 in any age group. Many of 
these items were such personal characteristics as “Has intelligence,” “Has tal-
ents,” and “Has a good education”; these items were too general to load on any 
unique factor. Principle components extraction and varimax rotation of the 
remaining items resulted in a nine-factor solution, consisting of Achievement 
striving, Religion, Relationship, Fulfi llment, Fairness, Self-confi dence, Self-
integration, Self-transcendence, and Self-acceptance.

A fourth study was performed using a sample of 335 participants (153 males, 
182 females). Principle components analysis with varimax rotation resulted in 
eight factors: Achievement striving, Religion, Fulfi llment, Relationship, Self-
transcendence, Intimacy, Self-acceptance, and Fair treatment, with a total 
of 58 items. Following this study, the Fulfi llment factor and all aff ect-related 
items were eliminated to avoid confounding with outcome measures.

One weakness of the original PMP was that the Intimacy, Self-acceptance, 
and Fair treatment subscales did not have enough items to achieve acceptable 
Cronbach’s alpha. Th erefore, new items were added to the three factors, result-
ing in a 57-item version. Preliminary research on this version of the PMP 
resulted in a seven-factor solution, with Intimacy once again being separate 
from Relationship. In addition, some stylistic changes were made to improve 
the clarity of some items, and some alterations to the instructions were made. 

Preliminary studies showed encouraging reliability for the 57-item PMP. 
Th e overall Cronbach’s alpha coeffi  cient was .93. Th e alpha values of the 
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subscales were as follows: Achievement (.91), Religion (.89), Self-transcendence 
(.84), Relationship (.81), Intimacy (.78), Fairness (.54), and Self-acceptance 
(.54). Test–retest reliability over a three-week period was .85. 

Use of the Personal Meaning Profi le in Research

Since 1998, the PMP has been used in a variety of settings and with diff er-
ent populations. For example, it has been used in research on organizational-
industrial psychology (Du Buisson-Narsai, 2009; Markow & Klenke, 2005; 
McConnell, 1998; Wilk, 2000), career and vocational counseling (Kernes & 
Kinnier, 2008; Stolte, 2006), populations suff ering from physical disabilities 
(Emmons, 2005), stress and trauma (Gall, Basque, Damasceno-Scott, & Vardy, 
2007; Leung, Vroon, & Steinfort, 2003; Pan, Wong, Chan, & Joubert, 2008; 
Pan, Wong, Joubert, & Chan, 2008; Weibe, 2001), depression (Mascaro & 
Rosen, 2008; Mascaro, Rosen, & Morey, 2004), substance abuse and addiction 
(Corner, 2003; Jappy, 2001; Robertson, 1997), and aging (Weiler, 2001), as well 
as in high school settings (DeLazzari, 2000; Rathi & Rastogi, 2007), on popu-
lations of various religious and spiritual orientations (Crosby, 2000; Emmons, 
2005; Gall et al., 2007; Gallant, 2001; Klaassen & McDonald, 2002), and cross-
culturally (Corner, 2003; Pan, Wong, Chan, et al., 2008; Pan, Wong, Joubert, & 
Chan, 2007; Pan, Wong, Joubert, et al., 2008; Rathi & Rastogi, 2007). Th e 
main reason for the broad appeal of the PMP is that it incorporates all major 
sources  of meaning. Th erefore, some subscales, such as Self-transcendence 
(Markow & Klenke, 2005) and Self-acceptance (Gall et al., 2007), are used in 
their own rights. 

Correlations With Positive and Negative Effects

Th e PMP has been used to examine a wide variety of associations with posi-
tive and negative constructs of health and well-being. DeLazzari (2000) 
found  that  scores on the PMP were better than emotional intelligence at 
predicting life satisfaction among high school students. Working in the con-
text of spiritual leadership, Markow and Klenke (2005) found that the self- 
transcendence source of meaning was signifi cantly correlated with a sense 
of calling and that a sense of calling was predictive of organizational commit-
ment. A Dutch translation of the PMP administered to cancer patients was 
found to be positively correlated with psychological well-being and negatively 
correlated to distress (Jaarsma, Pool, Ranchor, & Sanderman, 2007). Hope 
(2006) examined secondary traumatic stress in the caregivers of persons who 
suff ered trauma and found that meaning in life contributed to higher levels of 
well-being in caregivers. 

Simms (2005) investigated the contribution of personal meaning, hardi-
ness, and optimism to mental health and well-being. Results showed that 
239 participants completed the PMP, Maddi and Khoshaba’s (2001) Personal 
Views Survey III–Revised (PVS-III-R), Scheier, Carver, and Bridges’s (1994) 
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Life Orientation Test–Revised (LOT-R), the Scales of Psychological Well-
Being (SPWB; Ryff , 1989), and Diener, Emmons, Larsen, and Griffi  n’s (1985) 
Satisfaction With Life Scale (SWLS). An exploratory principle components 
analysis obtained a fi ve-factor solution of mental health and well-being, account-
ing for 67% of the total variance. Th e fi ve factors were Subjective well-being, 
Personal growth, Hardiness, Personal meaning, and Positive relationship.

Th e PMP has also been found to be positively correlated with measures 
of perceived well-being (Reker & Wong, 1984), spiritual well-being (Lang, 
1994; Robertson, 1997), hope (Mascaro & Rosen, 2005), meaning of work 
(Giesbrecht, 1997), aff ective and normative organizational commitment (Du 
Buisson-Narsai, 2009), and reduced impact of childhood sexual abuse in 
adulthood (Gall et al., 2007, using Self-acceptance subscale). Gingras (2009) 
found signifi cant positive correlations between all subscales of the PMP and 
Flanagan’s Quality of Life Scale (Burckhardt, Anderson, Archenholtz,  & 
Hagg, 2003). Mascaro (2006) found that whereas meaning had a positive 
infl uence on depression over a two-month period, people who scored low in 
meaning suff ered from greater increases in depressive symptoms in response 
to increased stress levels. Th e PMP has also been found to be negatively cor-
related with depression and depressive symptoms (Mascaro & Rosen, 2008; 
Wong, 1998), job stress measures (Giesbrecht, 1997), and Derogatis and 
Melisaratos’s (1983) Brief Symptom Inventory (Robertson, 1997). Research 
with the PMP also shows that meaning of life is related to reduced impact 
of acculturative stress on positive aff ect (Pan, Wong, Chan, et al., 2008) and 
increased life satisfaction (Pan, Wong, Joubert, et al., 2008) and, further, that 
it mediates the relationship between acculturative stressors and negative aff ect 
(Pan et al., 2007). In addition, Rempel (2005) found that the PMP was related 
to various perceptions of God in older adults.

Correlates With Other Meaning Measures

Th e psychometric properties of PMP continue to accumulate. PMP corre-
lates positively with such other major measurements of meaning as Reker 
and Peacock’s (1981) LAP (Wong, 1998), Crumbaugh and Maholick’s (1969) 
PIL (Robertson, 1997), Mascaro et al.’s (2004) Spiritual Meaning Scale (SMS; 
Mascaro, 2006), and Battista and Almond’s (1973) LRI (Mascaro, 2006).

Th e most complete study of the correlates of PMP with other meaning 
measures was conducted by Mascaro (2006). He investigated the relationships 
between the PMP, the Framework subscale of the LRI-Revised, and the SMS 
with depressive symptoms as measured with the Beck Depression Inventory–
II, the Depression Anxiety Stress Scales (DASS) depression scale, and the 
Personality Assessment Inventory (PAI) depression scale. Mascaro (2006) also 
investigated hope as measured with the Herth Hope Scale, the Adult State 
Hope Scale, and the Beck Hopelessness Scale. Participants were given these 
measures at the initial assessment, at the one-month interval, and again at the 
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two-month interval. Table 17.1 summarizes the Pearson correlations between 
the various measures and the PMP reported in the fi nal assessment (Mascaro, 
2006, p. 34).

Recent Measures on Meaningful in Life

Since 1998, several new measures have been published. Th is section examines 
how these newer tests are related to the PMP. Bellin (in press) has provided a 
helpful review of the literature on meaning measures. 

Multidimensional Life Meaning Scale

Recently, Edwards (2007) developed the Multidimensional Life Meaning 
Scale (MLMS) based on factor analysis of several existing meaning measures, 
including the PIL Scale (Crumbaugh & Maholick, 1969), the LRI (Battista & 
Almond, 1973), the PMP (Wong, 1998), the LAP-R (Reker & Peacock, 1981), 
and the Sources of Meaning Profi le (SOMP; Reker & Wong, 1988). She discov-
ered 10 “super” factors: Achievement, Framework/Purpose, Religion, Death 
acceptance, Interpersonal satisfaction, Excitement/Fulfi llment, Giving to 
the world, (Lack of) Existential vacuum, Intimacy, and Control. PMP items 
accounted for all seven Achievement items, fi ve of six Religion items, all seven 
Interpersonal satisfaction items, all three Intimacy items, and one item from 
PMP’s Self-transcendence subscale in the Giving to the world factor.

The Sources of Meaning and Meaning in Life Questionnaire

Th e Source of Meaning and Meaning in Life (SoMe) Questionnaire was devel-
oped by Schnell (2009, 2010; Schnell & Becker, 2006). It includes 26 sources of 
meaning (ultimate meanings), which can be categorized into four dimensions: 
(a) Self-transcendence, (b) Self-actualization, (c) Order, and (d) Well-being 
and communality. It is of interest that the 26 factors overlap with the PMP; 

Table 17.1 Concurrent Correlations Between the PMP and Other Scales

Scale r
Spiritual Meaning Scale 0.76***
Revised Life Regard Index 0.65***
Undergraduate Stress Questionnaire –0.09
DASS-depression –0.56***
PAI-depression –0.64***
Beck Depression Inventory–II –0.58***
Beck Hopelessness Scale –0.62***
Adult State Hope Scale 0.70***
Herth Hope Scale 0.81***
Internal Locus of Control 0.43***

***p < .001.
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for example, Religiosity and Spirituality are the same as the PMP’s Religion 
subscale. In fact, SoMe covers six of the seven sources of meaning of the PMP, 
excluding only the Fair treatment subscale. In addition to the sources of mean-
ing, SoMe incorporates two independent scales that measure Meaningfulness 
and a Crisis of Meaning. Schnell (2009) defi nes the term meaningfulness as “a 
fundamental sense of meaning, based on an appraisal of one’s life as coherent, 
signifi cant, directed, and belonging” (p. 487). Crisis of meaning is “judgement 
of one’s life as empty, pointless and lacking meaning” (p. 487). Th e main con-
tribution of SoMe is that it can measure presence of meaning and the search 
for meaning separately.

Spiritual Meaning Scale 

Mascaro et al. (2004) conceptualized meaning in terms of three related con-
structs: personal meaning, implicit meaning, and spiritual meaning. Th ey 
believed that the former two were measured by the LRI Framework and PMP 
respectively, while spiritual meaning required a new measuring instrument. 
Th ey defi ned spiritual meaning as, “the extent to which an individual believes 
that life or some force of which life is a function has a purpose, will, or way in 
which individuals participate” (p. 847). Th ey developed the 14-item Spiritual 
Meaning Scale (SMS). Th ey demonstrated that the SMS, LRI Framework, and 
PMP were able to predict mental health variables (i.e., hope, depression, anxi-
ety, and antisocial features) beyond the Big Five personality factors. Th e three 
measures of meaning were also signifi cantly correlated with each other. 

Our initial reaction to Mascaro et al. (2004) was that the three meaning 
constructs may not clearly diff erentiate the conceptual and empirical levels 
because the PMP was developed as a measure of personal meaning, although 
it used implicit theories methodology. Also, PMP contains a religious and 
spiritual source of meaning.

Edwards (2007) points out the problem of confound or overlap between 
the SMS and the other two measures of meaning. She observes that the items 
included in the SMS are quite similar to the items used in the other two mea-
sures (e.g., “Life is inherently meaningful,” “I see a special purpose for myself 
in this world”). She concludes that “it may be diffi  cult to truly parcel out 
spiritual meaning from one’s overall sense of meaning in life” (2007, p. 61).
In spite of the aforementioned limitations, the SMS comes close to capturing 
Frankl’s (1963/1985) concept of suprameaning. Mascaro (2006) implies that 
it is something transcendental, transpersonal, and independent of the indi-
vidual. Th us, spiritual meaning implies that a complete personal framework 
about the meaning of life cannot be limited to a system of goals: 

Spiritual meaning is not conceptualized as a mere construct of the indi-
vidual but as something that inheres in existence itself. It is a capital “M” 
Meaning around which one can form a small “m”, personal meaning. … 
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[S]piritual meaning as belief that life or some force of which life is a 
function has a purpose, will, or way in which individuals participate. 
(Mascaro, 2006, pp. 8–9)

In their study, Mascaro et al. (2004) used a longitudinal design and struc-
tural equation modeling with a sample of 574 undergraduate students in order 
to predict depression by the multidimensional existential meaning composed 
of the SMS, the LRI Framework subscale, and the PMP. Th ey reported that 
existential meaning was negatively correlated to levels of depression over a 
two-month period. Given the moderate to large correlations between the 
three measures of meaning, the composite measure seems to be a more reli-
able and valid measure of existential meaning than either measure alone.

The Meaning in Life Questionnaire

Steger et al. (2006) defi ne the term meaning as “the sense made of, and sig-
nifi cance felt regarding, the nature of one’s being and existence. Th is defi ni-
tion allows respondents to use their own criteria for meaning” (p. 81). Th eir 
Meaning in Life Questionnaire (MLQ) is a 10-item scale that is composed of 
two relatively orthogonal fi ve-item subscales: Presence (MLQ-P) and Search 
(MLQ-S). Th e Presence subscale measures a subjective sense that one’s life is 
meaningful, whereas “Search for Meaning measures the drive and orientation 
toward fi nding meaning in one’s life” (p. 85).

Based on the content of the Search subscale, it indeed refl ects Frankl’s idea 
of will to meaning as a primary motivation, but it falls short of affi  rming the 
belief that there is always meaning to be found in life regardless of the cir-
cumstances. As Wong pointed out in Chapter 1, this volume, it is diffi  cult 
to interpret the score of the Search subscale without knowing which search 
stage the person is in because the score could be related to a crisis in mean-
ing as measured by Schnell’s (2010) SoMe, and it could also refl ect the human 
tendency to continue to make sense of life and seek deeper signifi cance even 
when the individual already enjoys a meaningful life. 

The Schedule for Meaning in Life Evaluation

Fegg, Kramer, L’hoste, and Borasio (2008) developed a respondent-generated 
instrument for the assessment of individual meaning in life. In the Schedule 
for Meaning in Life Evaluation (SMiLE), respondents are asked to list three to 
seven areas that provide meaning to their lives before rating the current level 
of importance and satisfaction of each area. Th en, “the listed MiL areas were 
assigned to a posteriori categories” (p. 360). It is not clear, however, how the 
fi nal list of categories was created based on participants’ answers; nor is it clear 
how individually generated responses were sorted into these fi xed categories. 
Th e categories of meaning in life, such as Family, Friends, Work, Religiosity, 
and Altruism, are similar to Intimacy, Relationship, Achievement, and 
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Religion of the PMP. Th e main limitation of this schedule is that it demands 
too much cognitive eff ort for respondents, especially when they are in pallia-
tive care, to generate areas of meaning in life and rate their importance and 
satisfaction in each area. 

Meaning ful Life Measure

Morgan and Farsides (2009) developed a new meaning measure, the 
Meaningful Life Measure (MLM), based on selected items from three exist-
ing popular meaning measures: LRI, PIL, and Ryff ’s Psychological Well-Being 
Purpose subscale (SPWB-P). Factor analysis yielded fi ve factors: Exciting life, 
Accomplished life, Principled life, Purposeful life, and Valued life. Th ese fi ve 
factors resemble the PURE component of meaning (Wong, 2010). Th e purpose 
component is represented by Purposeful life and Valued life; understanding 
is represented by Principled life; responsibility represented by Accomplished 
life; and enjoyment represented by Exciting life. Th e MLM is useful for exam-
ining the antecedents and consequences of specifi c components of personal 
meaning. For example, the Principled life seems to capture the importance of 
having a philosophy of life and personal value system in living the good life. 
However, MLM does not seem to be a comprehensive measure of the meaning 
construct because it focuses almost exclusively on the purpose dimension of 
the meaning. 

Comparison Groups for the Personal Meaning Profi le 
and Development of the Personal Meaning Profi le B

Th e PMP has been used in a variety of research over the last decade, prov-
ing to be useful internationally and in many diff erent fi elds of investigation. 
Descriptive information is fi rst provided in this section for comparison pur-
poses in future research. To further extend the usefulness of the PMP, a short-
form was developed. Th e PMP-B, the short form, contains the same seven 
subscales as the original, but each subscale now contains only three items for 
a total of 21 items. From a research and clinical perspective, a shorter version 
of the PMP is desirable for circumstances in which the long version is either 
inappropriate or impractical (e.g., severe time constraints or participants who 
are ill or enfeebled). Developers of the short form hope that with the availabil-
ity of a quick, eff ective assessment tool, the PMP-B, scholars will be encour-
aged to engage in further research involving personal meaning in life.

Table 17.2 summarizes 12 theses and dissertations that used the PMP 
over the last decade and whose data was made available to the authors for 
the present analyses. Th ese samples were combined to provide responses from 
a range of participants from diff erent backgrounds, ages, and outlooks. As 
noted in Table 17.2, a subgroup of the combined sample (N = 1,212) provided 
comparable information on age and gender. Table 17.3 summarizes demo-
graphic information for the combined group. 
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Analyses of relationships between gender and age for PMP scores in the 
composite sample were conducted to explore possible relationships between 
important personal background features and the PMP. Table 17.4a summa-
rizes signifi cant eff ects for PMP subscales overall, showing small eff ects for 
the overall group (2% to 6% eff ect size). For descriptive purposes, Table 17.5 

Table 17.2 The Sources of Samples for the PMP-B

Source Sample Size Sample Description
 1. Corner (2003) 472 Young adults in Australia between the 

ages of 18 and 24, including participants 
in treatment for substance dependence 
(n = 59) and university students 
(n = 398) from diverse backgrounds 

 2. Crosby (2000) 56 Adults in an online study on mystical 
experiences 

 3. Daum & Wiebe 
(2003) 

168 First-semester university students 
surveyed three times during one term 

 4. DeLazzari (2000) 154 Private high school students in Grades 9 
and 12

 5. Gallant (2001) 393 University students from private and 
public institutions 

 6. Haag (2000) 29 University students who took a stress 
management course 

 7. Klaassen & 
McDonald (2002) 

160 University students in a private 
institution in a study on identity 
achievement

 8. Leung, Vroon, & 
Steinfort (2003) 

30 Adults in an online study on attitudes 
toward suff ering 

 9. McConnell (1998) 44 Women working in clerical positions, 
including ministry-oriented 
employment (n = 18) and secular 
employment (n = 22) 

 10. Weibe (2001) 67 Professional counselors in a study of 
vicarious traumatization 

 11. Weiler (2001) 118 Seniors living in the community in 
British Columbia 

 12. Wilk (2000) 192 Clergy (n = 94) and managers (n = 97) 
in a study of occupational stress

Th e combined sample size was 1,883. Information on gender and/or age was unavailable 
for Samples 1, 4, and 8 and for 15 additional cases scattered among the remaining sam-
ples. If these cases are omitted, the combined sample totalled 1,212. Other than Sample 
1, all the samples consisted largely of Anglophone Canadians. Th e online studies also 
included a substantial proportion of participants from the United States. 
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presents the mean scores of each gender for each of the seven subscales of the 
PMP. Very small gender (<1%) and age (1%) diff erences (and a Gender × Age 
interaction is 1%) in PMP total scores were statistically signifi cant because of 
the large sample size, but the total score shows substantially smaller correla-
tions than the subscales scores, because subscale distinctiveness is washed out 
in the total score. 

Table 17.4b summarizes the small diff erences in eff ects of PMP by gender, 
age group, and Gender × Age interactions for separate subscales. Subscale 
comparisons showed small main eff ects for gender (Relationship: female > 
male, 3% eff ect size) and for age (Self-acceptance: older adults high and 
young adults low, 5%; Fair Treatment: middle-aged adults low and older 
adults high, 3%). Small interactions for Intimacy (3%) and Religion (4%) 
were similar: Males reported higher meaning levels in older cohorts, whereas 
females reported fairly high levels at each of the diff erent ages. See Figures 
17.1, 17.2, 17.3, and 17.4 for graphic descriptions of the interaction between 

Table 17.3 Demographics

Subcategories Frequency

Relationship status
Single 404
Married 291
Widowed 32
Divorced 30
Cohabiting 10
Separated 5
Remarried 10
Other 10
Subtotal 792
Missing 420
Total 1,212

Subcategories Frequency

Education

University student 213
Less than university 621
BA/BSc 151
Postbachelor’s 148
Other 14
Subtotal 1,147
Missing 65
Total 1,212



370 • Th e Human Quest for Meaning

gender and age for selected PMP scores. Although these small eff ects are not 
theoretically signifi cant for many applications, they are presented here for 
comparison purposes when potentially subtle patterns might be important 
for specifi c research or clinical projects or when selected populations are 
being addressed. 

Table 17.4a Signifi cant Effects for PMP Subcategories

 F p η²

Gender Wilks’s lambda 8.08 < .001 0.045
Age group Wilks’s lambda 10.62 < .001 0.058
Gender by age group interaction Wilks’s lambda 2.95 < .001 0.017

Table 17.4b Signifi cant Differences in Effects of PMP

df F p η²

Gender Religion 1 1.07 0.301 0.001
Relationship 1 36.44 0.000 0.029
Intimacy 1 7.45 0.006 0.006
Total 1 4.29 0.039 0.004

Age groups Achievement 3 4.28 0.005 0.011
Self-transcendence 3 3.95 0.008 0.010
Self-acceptance 3 22.58 0.000 0.053
Religion 3 8.15 0.000 0.020
Intimacy 3 4.94 0.002 0.012
Fair treatment 3 10.59 0.000 0.026
Total 3 4.87 0.002 0.012

Age group by gender 
interaction

Self-transcendence 3 3.91 0.009 0.010
Religion 3 7.75 0.000 0.019
Intimacy 3 5.67 0.001 0.014
Total 3 4.04 0.007 0.010

All eff ect sizes greater than 1% are presented. Intimacy, Religion, and Total eff ects for 
gender are listed to help clarify the results reported for age and interaction eff ects. 

Table 17.5 Gender Mean Differences for Mean Subcategories

Gender Means

Female Male
Achievement 5.241 5.083
Relationship 5.209 4.918
Self-transcendence 5.427 5.314
Self-acceptance 5.243 5.228
Religion 5.561 5.651
Intimacy 5.557 5.315
Fair treatment 5.316 5.283
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Figure 17.2 Age and gender interactions for PMP religion subscale. Scores range from 1.0 to 7.0.
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Development of the Personal Meaning Profile B

An item-level principle components analysis (PCA) was employed in the 
composite data set to select items for a brief version of the PMP (PMP-B). 
Several criteria were used to confi rm the proper number of dimensions to be 
retained: Eigen values before and aft er oblique rotation, percentage of total 
variance accounted for by each component and by the overall set of com-
ponents, item communality aft er extraction, presence of at least three items 
that loaded primarily on a specifi c component, and conceptual relationships 
among the items. Th e PMP yields correlated subscales, so oblique rotations 
(Promax) were obtained and loading patterns in the pattern and structure 
matrices were examined. When items were deleted, close approximations to 
simple structure emerged that showed strong cross-loadings among the sub-
scales. Th e extraction of seven components for a reduced subset of 21 items 
yielded a clear subscale structure for the PMP-B and accounted for 72% of the 
total variance of those items. Th e results are presented in the pattern matrix 
shown in Table 17.6. 

A strong approximation to simple structure is evident in Table 17.6, with 
only one item, Item 57, showing a minor cross-loading on another subscale. 
Th e structure matrix showed the same clear pattern of primary loadings of 
items while also refl ecting correlations among the subscales. Th e correlation 
matrix among the subscales for the combined group of 1,212 respondents is 
presented in Table 17.7, demonstrating clear discrimination among the sub-
scales. Also shown in Table 17.7, the internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha) 
of the subscales is excellent for three-item subscales, with only one subscale 
yielding a reliability coeffi  cient below .70. Th e corresponding alpha for the 
21-item PMP-B total score is .84. Test–retest reliability for a fi ve-week period 
showed stability for each subscale (see Table 17.7) and for the total score of 
the PMP-B, r(123) = .73. Th e correlation between the PMP and PMP-B total 
scores was .95; the correlations between corresponding subscales ranged from 
.84 to .95. 

A PCA was conducted on a combined group (Samples 1, 4, and 8 from 
Table 17.2) to check for the stability of the component structure of the PMP-B. 
Th is combined sample includes high school students in Canada and univer-
sity students in Australia, including a large proportion of immigrants from 
diverse backgrounds. Th e results demonstrated clear stability of the subscale 
structure for the PMP-B. 

Concluding Discussion

Past studies on theory-based dimensions of the meaning in life (Reker & 
Peacock, 1981; Reker & Wong, 1988) have been limited to psychologists’ 
own theoretical ideas. Studies on respondents’ self-reports of what makes 
life meaningful (see Ebersole, 1998) are also limited by the constraints of the 
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Table 17.6 Pattern Matrix of the PMP-B

Item No. 

Component

Religion Intimacy Fair Treatment Relationship Self-Transcendence Achievement Self-Acceptance
33 .919
52 .911
20 .906
43 .923
38 .833
11 .762
56 .845
35 .830
55 .778
28 .859
42 .824
27 .780
15 .887
2 .824
49 .743
21 .910
24 .755
47 .668
46 .876
36 .818
57 .334 .554

All loadings less than .30 have been omitted.
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respondents’ present life circumstances. Th e implicit theories approach is able 
to minimize the aforementioned limitations and provides a rich and compre-
hensive picture of what makes life worth living.

Th e major factors of the PMP, such as Religion, Relationship, Achievement, 
and Self-transcendence, have been identifi ed by prior research (e.g., Ebersole, 
1998; Reker & Wong, 1988). Self-acceptance has been identifi ed by Ryff  and 
Singer (1998) as one of the components of psychological well-being. Wong’s 
prior research identifi ed Self-acceptance as one of the two components of exis-
tential coping (Wong, 1993; Wong, Reker, & Peacock, 2006). Self-acceptance 
is a necessary attitude to soft en the blow of negative events and avoid unnec-
essary frustration when achievement striving fails to materialize because of 
one’s defi ciency. One may conclude that accepting what one cannot change is 
a sign of wisdom necessary for meaningful living. Another interesting fi nding 
is that Fair treatment has emerged as an important source of personal mean-
ing. Th is fi nding highlights society’s responsibility to promote justice, fair-
ness, and equal opportunities. It seems warranted to conclude that it would 
be very diffi  cult for individuals to enjoy a fully meaningful life in an unjust, 
discriminating, and oppressive society. 

Everybody is seeking something to make life better. Th e key is to know 
what people are aft er. Th eir pursuit may lead to disillusion; or worse still, they 
may be driven by fatal desires. Th erefore, for both practical and theoretical 
purposes, we need to know whether people are striving for something that 
indeed makes life worth living. Th e main advantage of the PMP is that it iden-
tifi es the sources of meaning seeking, which have been scientifi cally linked to 
well-being. 

Table 17.7 Correlations and Reliabilities of the Subscales of the Personal Meaning 

Profi le–Brief Form

Subscale 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
 1. Achievement — .39 .07 .50 .29 .26 .35
 2. Relationship — .14 .39 .28 .34 .43
 3. Religion — .29 .18 .11 .13
 4. Self-transcendence — .26 .26 .30
 5. Self-acceptance — .17 .36
 6. Intimacy — .27
 7. Fair treatment —

Cronbach’s alpha .75 .75 .92 .76 .66 .80 .78
Test–retest .63 .78 .86 .73 .62 .78 .64
Correlations between PMP 
and PMP-B subscales

.84 .89 .93 .87 .87 .95 .92

Subscale intercorrelations are all statistically signifi cant, p < .001, N = 1,212. Test–retest 
reliability coeffi  cients were obtained over a fi ve-week period from fi rst-year university 
students in a variety of courses (Sample 3 in Table 17.2, n = 125). 
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Another advantage of the PMP is that it provides at least four diff er-
ent indices of meaning seeking: magnitude, breadth, depth, and balance. 
Th e total PMP score is an index of magnitude—the greater the score, the 
more successful a person is in approximating the ideally meaningful life. 
Th e number of sources involved indicates the breadth of meaning seeking; 
thus, individuals who seek meaning from all the sources of the PMP have a 
broader basis than those who derive meaning from only one or two of these 
sources. Th e relative diff erence in factor scores refl ects balance. For example, 
if individuals score extremely high in Achievement but very low in all other 
factors, they lack balance in meaning seeking. Th e depth factor measures 
the level of meaning to which one moves from the basic level of self-seeking 
to higher levels of values that transcend the personal self (Reker, Peacock, & 
Wong, 1987).

In sum, the seven sources of meaning of the PMP, in addition to the initial 
Fulfi llment/Positive aff ect factor, cover all the components of well-being and 
happiness (Ryff  & Singer, 1998; Seligman, 2011). Furthermore, these sources of 
meaning can also be understood in terms of the PURE structure and functions 
of meaning (Wong, 2010). Th erefore, PMP-B can be employed for research and 
clinical purposes if one is interested in discovering the key components of 
meaning systems and their psychological correlates in diff erent populations. 
For example, meaning in life has recently become a central theme in palliative 
care (Breitbart & Heller, 2003), and the results of the PMP-B can be eff ectively 
explored to enhance the appropriate areas of patients’ personal meaning and 
well-being. 

Appendix: Personal Meaning Profi le B

Th is questionnaire measures people’s perception of personal meaning in their 
lives. Generally, a meaningful life involves a sense of purpose and personal 
signifi cance. However, people oft en diff er in what they value most, and they 
have diff erent ideas as to what would make life worth living. Th e following 
statements describe potential sources of a meaningful life. Please read each 
statement carefully and indicate to what extent each item characterizes your 
own life. You may respond by circling the appropriate number according to 
the following scale:

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Not at all Moderately A great deal

For example, if going to parties does not contribute to your sense of per-
sonal meaning, you may circle 1 or 2. If taking part in volunteer work contrib-
utes quite a bit to the meaning in your life, you may circle 5 or 6.
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It is important that you answer honestly on the basis of your own experi-
ences and beliefs.

1. I believe I can make a diff erence in the world. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
2. I have someone to share intimate feelings with. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
3. I strive to make this world a better place. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
4. I seek to do God’s will. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
5. I like challenge. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
6. I take initiative. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
7. I have a number of good friends. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
8. I am trusted by others. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
9. I seek to glorify God. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

10. Life has treated me fairly. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
11. I accept my limitations. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
12. I have a mutually satisfying loving relationship. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
13. I am liked by others. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
14. I have found someone I love deeply. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
15. I accept what cannot be changed. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
16. I am persistent and resourceful in attaining my goals. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
17. I make a signifi cant contribution to society. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
18. I believe that one can have a personal relationship with God. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
19. I am treated fairly by others. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
20. I have received my fair share of opportunities and rewards. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
21. I have learned to live with suff ering and make the best of it. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Scoring Key

 1. Achievement: 5, 6, 16
 2. Relationship: 7, 8, 13
 3. Religion: 4, 9, 18
 4. Self-transcendence: 1, 3, 17
 5. Self-acceptance: 11, 15, 21
 6. Intimacy: 2, 12, 14
 7. Fair treatment: 10, 19, 20
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Th e aim of this chapter is to explore the adaptive value of autobiographi-
cal methods in restoring, maintaining, and enhancing a sense of personal 
meaning in the lives of adults, particularly older adults. Of interest are 
such autobiographical methods as reminiscence, life review, and guided 
autobiography that involve an active reconstruction of the past as a basis 
for achieving meaningful integration with the present and optimistic pro-
jection into the near future. Four specifi c objectives are addressed. First, 
following a brief introduction, the main autobiographical methods are 
described in terms of content, structure, and function. Second, a number 
of theoretical speculations on the link between autobiographical methods 
and meaning and purpose in life are presented. Th ird, drawing on both 
quantitative and qualitative studies, the relevant empirical literature on the 
eff ects of these methods in restoring, maintaining, and enhancing a sense of 
personal meaning in the lives of community-residing and institutionalized 
older adults is reviewed and evaluated. Finally, drawing on personal experi-
ences, the authors provide an anecdotal account of how the specifi c method 
of guided autobiography impacted their lives and how it reaffi  rmed their 
conviction that a meaningful life can be discovered and created no matter 
what the circumstances. It is concluded that one outcome of autobiographi-
cal methods—the discovery and creation of personal meaning—facilitates 
two key meaning-making processes, namely, transcendence (rising above) 
and transformation (cognitive restructuring).
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Autobiographical Methods

Contemporary authors fi nd it useful to divide autobiographical methods 
into three broad categories: reminiscence, life review, and guided autobiog-
raphy (Haight & Haight, 2007). Reminiscence is defi ned as a descriptive pro-
cess of recollecting past experiences and life events. Th e process is usually 
spontaneous. Life review is defi ned as the process of review and evaluation of 
one’s life that can result in resolution, reconciliation, atonement, integration, 
and serenity. Life review encourages refl ection and can be either spontane-
ous or structured. Guided autobiography is defi ned as the process of recon-
structing the past and integrating it with the present using thematic topics 
that are signifi cant to individuals over the life course such as family, career, 
health, sex role development, experience with death, and meaning in life. 
Guided autobiography is a structured, systematic process that includes three 
main elements: (a) short lectures on topics related to developmental psy-
chology and autobiography, (b) the writing of brief autobiographical essays, 
and (c) the exchange of life stories in a small-group environment (Birren & 
Cochran, 2001).

One of the stumbling blocks in the fi eld of autobiographical methods has 
been the proliferation of a wide variety of defi nitions and little consensus in 
terms of how “the process of recollecting one’s past” ought to be conceptual-
ized. Indeed, prior to Butler’s (1963) contribution, reminiscence in the elderly 
was regarded as a symptom of psychological dysfunction. Researchers focused 
on reminiscence frequency and its impact on mental health. Butler (1996) pre-
ferred the term life review to describe a normal developmental task of the later 
years characterized by the return of memories and past confl icts, which can 
result in psychological growth but may also contribute to psychological dys-
function. In 1976, Birren introduced the term guided autobiography, a topi-
cal approach to the collection of autobiographical data (Birren & Hedlund, 
1987). Although diff erent in content and structure, guided autobiography can 
be described as life review conducted in a systematic manner.

Birren (Birren & Birren, 1996) is well known for the statement “You don’t 
know where you are going unless you know where you have been” (p. 299). 
It is the latter part of the statement that has played a pivotal role in Birren’s 
interest and drive to construct a method that would allow an individual to 
explore his or her past life. Th at method is known as guided autobiography, 
a structured review of one’s life as lived with the goal of achieving temporal 
integration, confl ict resolution, reconciliation, ego integrity, generativity, and 
wisdom. Guided autobiography is one of several autobiographical methods 
that have been used in the past for the purpose of promoting an overall sense 
of psychological, physical, and emotional well-being in adults across the entire 
life span (Birren & Birren, 1996; Birren & Cochran, 2001; Birren & Hedlund, 
1987; DeVries, Birren, & Deutchman, 1990). Related approaches include but 
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are not limited to structured reminiscence, reminiscence therapy (Fry, 1991; 
Haight, 1991; Spector-Eisenberg, 1988), and life review (Butler, 1963, 1996). 
Although the common theme and focus of these methods is on the past life 
and memory processes, they are not synonymous but, rather, diff er in a num-
ber of important ways.

Two features are common to autobiographical methods: (a) all make use 
of the past and (b) all involve memory processes. Th ere are also some dif-
ferences. One distinction between reminiscence and life review is that the 
former, though potentially restorative and generative and thus therapeutic, 
is nonevaluative. Th is distinction may not hold, however; several researchers 
have identifi ed a number of types, styles, and functions of reminiscence. For 
example, in a qualitative analysis of reminiscence content in the elderly, Wong 
and Watt (1991) distinguished six types: integrative, instrumental (prob-
lem focused), transmissive, narrative (storytelling), escapist (defensive), and 
obsessive (ruminations). Th e integrative type is closely associated with the life 
review, which means that life review can be regarded as one type of remi-
niscence. Kovach (1991) talks about two styles of reminiscences referred to 
as validating and lamenting reminiscences. Validating reminiscences include 
positive self-appraisals, choices, joys, social connections, and past-to-present 
comparisons. Validating reminiscences can function to maintain and enhance 
a sense of meaning in life. Lamenting reminiscences are described as analyti-
cal and evaluative in order to resolve, reorganize, and reintegrate unresolved 
issues from the past. Th ese can function to assist with meaning restoration. 
Webster (1993) identifi ed eight functions of reminiscence, namely, boredom 
reduction, death preparation, identity, problem solving,  conversation, inti-
macy maintenance, bitterness revival, and teach/inform. Inspired by the writ-
ing of Cohen (1998), Cappeliez and O’Rourke (2002a) proposed a broader 
classifi cation scheme for the functions introduced by Wong and Watt (1991) 
and Webster (1993). Th ese are the intrapersonal functions (e.g., integrative, 
death preparation, identity); interpersonal functions (e.g., narrative, intimacy 
maintenance), and knowledge-based functions (e.g., instrumental, transmis-
sive). More recently, Cappeliez, Guindon, St. Jean, and Pelletier (2005) have 
formulated and tested a comprehensive model of the functions of reminis-
cence that describes the links between the intrapersonal, interpersonal, and 
knowledge-based functions, dimensions of psychological functioning, and 
specifi c outcomes. Th ey subsequently introduced a reformulation of their 
model based on ongoing investigations of the relationship between the func-
tions of reminiscence and health (Cappeliez & O’Rourke, 2006). In the con-
text of this chapter, the addition of problem solving (plans, goals, and coping 
with life crises) to the identity and death preparation functions, as instances of 
positive self-functions, touches on issues of self-effi  cacy, life’s meaning, coher-
ence, and continuity of the self and thus are more conducive to the restoration, 
maintenance, or enhancement of meaning and purpose in life.
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Life review and guided autobiography share similar features in that both 
are proactive in fostering a critical examination of lives, in challenging incon-
sistencies, and in assessing the quality of lives. Regarding program delivery, 
reminiscence and life review can be conducted in a one-on-one or in a group 
context. Guided autobiography, however, relies more on the group process and 
the sharing of life stories with others, referred to as developmental exchange. 
Th e concept of developmental exchange off ers a distinction between guided 
autobiography and the methods of reminiscence and life review. While remi-
niscence and life review tend to be primarily cognitive and analytical, guided 
autobiography, through developmental exchange, has a greater potential to 
facilitate the activation and expression of emotional memories that when 
shared with others leads to the formation of strong aff ective bonds among 
group members.

Personal Meaning in Life

Personal meaning is concerned with the meaning in life. It is related to such 
constructs as value, purpose, coherence, and belief system. When we ask, 
“What is the meaning in life?” we are asking: “What is worth living for? What 
is the purpose in life?” Such questions call for value judgments and cannot 
be answered apart from one’s belief system or worldview. Reker and Wong 
(1988) defi ne personal meaning as the cognizance of order, coherence, and 
purpose in one’s existence (refl ecting a cognitive component), the pursuit and 
attainment of worthwhile goals (refl ecting a motivational component), and an 
accompanying sense of fulfi llment (refl ecting an aff ective or emotional com-
ponent). Th is conceptualization of personal meaning has been operational-
ized by the Life Attitude Profi le (LAP; Reker & Peacock, 1981) and the Life 
Attitude Profi le–Revised (LAP-R; Reker, 1992).

Th e LAP (Reker & Peacock, 1981) is a multidimensional measure consist-
ing of seven life attitude dimensions: life purpose (having a mission in life, 
life goals, sense of direction, zest for life, fulfi llment), will to meaning (striv-
ing to fi nd concrete meaning in existence, an appreciation of life beyond the 
immediate given), future meaning (acceptance of future potentialities, deter-
mination to make the future meaningful), life control (freedom to make life 
choices, exercise of responsibility, perception of control over life events), death 
acceptance (acceptance of death as a natural aspect of life, absence of anxiety 
about death), existential vacuum (lack of purpose, lack of goals, apathy, alien-
ation, feelings of indiff erence, free-fl oating anxiety), and goal seeking (desire 
to seek new goals, search for new and diff erent experiences, to be on the 
move). Factor analysis of the LAP dimensions revealed three distinct higher 
order factors labeled Striving for Meaning (existential vacuum, goal seeking, 
will to meaning), Noological Actualization (life purpose, life control, will to 
meaning), and Existential Transcendence (death acceptance, future meaning 
to fulfi ll). A subsequent refi nement of the scale (the LAP-R) resulted in the 
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collapsing of the will-to-meaning and future-meaning dimensions into one, 
labeled coherence. Life control was relabeled choice/responsibleness to bet-
ter refl ect the item content. Factor analysis of the LAP-R also identifi ed three 
higher order factors, namely, Found Meaning (purpose, coherence, choice/
responsibleness), Search for Meaning (existential vacuum, goal seeking), and 
Death Acceptance.

In our opinion, the core function of autobiographical methods is to address 
the general question of how we give our lives meaning. Some of the meaning 
that we give our lives is through connection with our past, some is by bring-
ing the past into the present, and some is by projecting the past and present 
into the future in a new way. Th e process is dynamic, analytical, and construc-
tive. Being-in-the-world means knowing where you have been, fully experi-
encing the meaning of the moment in the here and now, and having an acute 
awareness of what is possible in the future. It is our premise that autobiographi-
cal methods play a key role in the restoration, maintenance, and enhancement 
of meaning and purpose in life. Meaning restoration may be achieved through 
the processes of transformation and cognitive restructuring; meaning main-
tenance aims to retain a sense of continuity and coherence in self-identity; and 
meaning enhancement aims to promote self-awareness, self-disclosure, and 
alternative views of self and life in general. What ensues from having mean-
ing and purpose in life is an improved quality of life, increased self-esteem, a 
heightened sense of well-being, a sense of serenity, and greater wisdom.

Th eoretical Speculations on the Link Between 
Autobiographical Methods and Meaning in Life

Reker and Chamberlain (2000), in an edited book entitled Exploring Existential 
Meaning, speculate that autobiographical methods, particularly the life review 
process, may be interwoven with their existential theory of personal mean-
ing. Both methods and theory ask the same questions about life: “What is the 
purpose of my life?” “Is there meaning in my life?” “What is worth living for?” 
“How do events in my life fi t into a larger context?” Answers to these ques-
tions can be explored and found through the life review process, culminating 
in the restoration, maintenance, and enhancement of a sense of meaning and 
purpose in life. Within the fi eld of nursing, Kovach (1991) proposed a model in 
which reminiscence is seen as “a source of self-referent knowledge, which infl u-
ences a person’s self-worth. It views reminiscence as a process of acquiring per-
sonal existential meaning and as a mechanism for adapting to stress” (p. 14). 

A number of authors have theorized about the potential of autobiographical 
methods in restoring, maintaining, or enhancing a sense of personal meaning 
in life. In a discussion of life review as psychotherapy, Butler (1996) noted: 

Th ere is a moral dimension to the life review because one looks evalu-
atively at one’s self, one’s behaviour, one’s guilt. One stands in judgment 



388 • Th e Human Quest for Meaning

of the life one has led. Atonement, expiation, redemption, reconcilia-
tion, and meaning in life [italics added for emphasis] are powerful poten-
tial positive outcomes of the life review. (p. 56)

In a chapter of a book exploring aging and biography, Birren and Birren 
(1996) summarized a number of positive outcomes in research and practice 
with guided autobiography. Among the list of outcomes is “greater sense of 
meaning in life.” In fact, Birren explicitly acknowledges this potential by 
incorporating the topic of meaning in life into his method of guided autobi-
ography. Th e writing and sharing of the details of one’s life by group members 
has the potential eff ect of raising the participant’s level of conscious aware-
ness of what was, is, and will in the future become meaningful. Furthermore, 
within the context of family life education, Brian deVries et al. (1990) note that 
as applied to guided autobiography, “the unique features of this approach—its 
guided nature and the group process—have special potential for … assisting 
in the search for meaning in one’s life” (p. 6).

Webster and McCall (1999) implicitly acknowledge the potential of remi-
niscence for “meaning restoration” through two reminiscence functions: 
Identity and Death Preparation. According to Webster and McCall (1999) the 
Identity function measures “how we use our past in an existential manner to 
discover, clarify and crystallize important dimensions of our sense of who we 
are” (p. 77). Th e Death Preparation function “assesses the way we use our past 
when thoughts of our own mortality are salient and may contribute to a sense 
of closure and calmness” (p. 76). Th is view suggests that one benefi t of the 
Identity and Death Preparation functions is to restore, maintain, or enhance 
meaning and purpose in life.

An advocate of the importance of personal meaning in promoting health 
and successful aging, Wong (1989) identifi ed the integrative type of reminis-
cence as playing an important role in the maintenance of a sense of meaning 
in the face of illness, pain, and personal death.

For Kenyon, Clark, and deVries (2001), meaning making is seen as an inte-
gral part of the narrative process of telling our life stories. In that sense, resto-
rying is meaning making in the context of past and present experiences and 
personal choice. At each restorying moment, an old meaning is transformed 
into a new one, taking the individual to a higher and deeper level of under-
standing and thus toward self-transcendence and ordinary wisdom. Kenyon 
(1996) states, “Th erefore, what is needed here, and what can be provided 
through storytelling, is access to new stories, new wrinkles in established pat-
terns; in other words, new sources of meaning.” (p. 32). In eff ect, meaning 
restoration is the core process within the narrative approach.

Finally, a web search that included the key words reminiscence, guided auto-
biography, life review, and meaning in life identifi ed a large number of sources 
linking autobiographical methods to personal meaning. Although many of 
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these sources describe linkages at the theoretical and conceptual levels, it is 
nevertheless amazing how frequently and consistently a sense of meaning and 
purpose in life is described as either “an integral part of” or “a benefi t of” 
autobiographical methods.

Studies of Autobiographical Methods and Meaning in Life

A good example of how meaning and purpose in life forms an integral part 
of the method of guided autobiography is a qualitative study conducted by 
Hedlund (1987). Hedlund used grounded-theory methodology to exam-
ine how participants in guided autobiography develop meaning in life as 
refl ected through their autobiographical accounts. She identifi ed several key 
sources of meaning in life, namely, personal growth and development, per-
sonal relationships, career, belief, service to others, and pleasure. Her induc-
tive methodology gave rise to fi ve testable hypotheses: First, the contents of 
childhood experiences are related to the contents of meaning in life in adult-
hood. Second, meaning in life is formulated in early adolescence and young 
adulthood. Th ird, the earliest source of meaning in life focuses on issues of 
personal growth and development. Fourth, once issues of personal develop-
ment have been resolved, meaning in life remains stable across adulthood. 
Fift h and fi nally, with increasing age, the content of meaning in life moves 
toward sources external to the self.

Hedlund’s (1987) observations are intriguing in that they help to explain 
why older adults tend to recall a disproportionately large number of auto-
biographical events, referred to as the reminiscence bump, from the late 
 adolescent–early adulthood period. Although there have been other expla-
nations off ered for the reminiscence bump (e.g., see Rubin, Rahhal, & Poon, 
1998; Schroots, van Dijkum, & Assink, 2004), there is a large degree of 
convergence on a developmental interpretation. Emerging adulthood (15 
to 25 years) is an active time of goal setting, life planning (e.g., education, 
career), and identity development. A meaning-based explanation for the 
bump phenomenon is consistent with the views of Cappeliez, Guindon, et al. 
(2005), who proposed that memories within the bump are accessible and 
salient because they relate to the development of goals and personal identity 
and that older adults use these memories to construct a purposeful, coher-
ent, and consistent self. In testing this hypothesis, Cappeliez, O’Rourke, and 
Chaudhury (2005) found that for a group of older women memories from 
the bump period (a) contained a high proportion of events in the education 
and work domains, (b) were characterized by a higher degree of emotional 
content, and (c) contained a stronger emphasis on self compared to recent 
past memories. Moreover, an analysis of the dream content of these women 
showed that dreams with temporal reference to the bump period contained 
a higher proportion of content related to personal goals, wishes, and ideals 
compared to dreams with content related to the recent past (Cappeliez, 2008; 
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Cappeliez et al., 2005). Finally, when dreams were coded in terms of Wong’s 
(1995) six reminiscence types, a high proportion of bump dreams (70%) were 
integrative, whereas recent past dreams were more evenly distributed among 
the six types (Cappeliez, 2008). Th us, for older adults, personal memories 
from the reminiscence bump constitute a benchmark and play a central 
organizing role in autobiographical knowledge. Th ey function to maintain 
self-consistency and a sense of personal meaning in later life.

Empirical studies on the benefi t of autobiographical methods in restor-
ing, maintaining, or enhancing personal meaning in life are few. A thorough 
review of the literature by Haight (1991) points to life satisfaction, self-esteem, 
depression, morale, psychological well-being, activity level, mental stimula-
tion, anxiety, and ego integrity as the most common outcome measures in 
published research and reports. Direct reference to meaning and purpose in 
life is noticeably absent from the list, suggesting that at least prior to 1991, 
personal meaning had received little attention. Since 1991, personal meaning 
continues to receive little attention as a researchable outcome variable. Th is 
lack of attention is puzzling in view of the numerous theoretical speculations 
that link autobiographical methods to meaning and purpose in life. Of the 
outcome measures that have received attention, ego integrity is of particular 
interest in the present context precisely because Erikson (1963) saw the posi-
tive resolution of his fi nal stage as refl ecting a basic acceptance of one’s life 
as having been inevitable, appropriate, and, in short, meaningful. Th erefore, 
studies examining the impact of autobiographical methods on ego integrity 
can provide indirect evidence in support of the construct of meaning in life.

One such correlational study was conducted by Taft  and Nehrke (1990). 
Th irty nursing home residents (15 males, 15 females), average age 84.0 years, 
from west-central Wisconsin were administered a 13-item reminiscence 
 questionnaire developed by Romaniuk and Romaniuk (1981). Th e partici-
pants were asked to choose yes, no, or not sure to indicate whether they used 
reminiscence in the way described by each item. Factor analysis of the items 
revealed three primary functions of reminiscence: to teach or entertain, to 
solve problems, and to conduct a life review. Two additional questions were 
asked about the frequency of reminiscence: (a) When you are with others 
(interpersonal), how oft en do your conversations turn to past experiences? 
and (b) When you are alone (intrapersonal), how oft en do your thoughts turn 
to past experiences? Ratings were on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from “a 
few times a year” to “several times a day.” An overall reminiscence frequency 
score was also calculated. Ego integrity was measured with a 10-item, 7-point 
Likert scale based on Erikson’s (1963) description of behaviors and attitudes of 
the two alternative solutions to the fi nal stage of development—ego integrity 
or despair.

Th e results of the correlational analysis are presented in Figure 18.1. As can 
be seen, reminiscence frequency showed little association with ego integrity, 
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sharing less than 1% (reminiscing alone) to slightly over 4% (reminiscing with 
others) of the variance. Of the three reminiscence functions, only life review 
was signifi cantly related to ego integrity, sharing 31% of the variance. Two 
important conclusions can be drawn from these fi ndings. First, the function 
that reminiscence serves in promoting ego integrity is more important than 
the frequency of reminiscence activity. Second, it is the life review type of 
reminiscence, involving analysis and reintegration, that contributes most 
to the attainment of ego integrity and thus to the maintenance of personal 
meaning in life. In speculating about the lower association of teach/entertain 
and problem solving to ego integrity (8% and 1% of the variance, respectively), 
Taft  and Nehrke (1990) suggest that teach/entertain may be related more to 
Erikson’s stage of generativity/stagnation, whereas the problem-solving func-
tion may be more relevant to the intimacy/isolation stage.

A number of empirical studies have investigated reminiscence frequency 
and the use of reminiscence functions as a vehicle for restoring a sense of 
meaning and purpose in life. Older adults confronted with perceived or 
societal alienation, role loss, physical declines, and/or chronic illness and 
who are thus “existentially challenged” may fi nd that their past provides 
a basis from which a sense of personal meaning may be extracted. In one 
such study, Quackenbush and Barnett (1995) assessed the extent to which 
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concerns; and the Reminiscence Functions Scale (RFS; Webster, 1993) was 
used to measure reminiscence functions. Using hierarchical regression analy-
sis, with personality traits entered fi rst, followed by the existential variables, 
Cappeliez and O’Rourke (2002a) found that the combination of personality 
traits and life attitudes predicted total frequency of reminiscence and four 
intrapersonal functions of reminiscence: boredom reduction, death prepara-
tion, identity, and bitterness revival. Th e same variables did not predict the 
interpersonal or the knowledge-based functions. Once personality traits were 
taken into account, goal seeking added signifi cant predictive power for total 
reminiscence frequency and the four intrapersonal functions. Specifi cally, a 
lack of desire to achieve new goals, to be on the move, and to seek new chal-
lenges added to the prediction. In addition, existential vacuum was a signifi -
cant predictor of the death preparation function of reminiscence, suggesting 
that a sense of apathy, alienation, and lack of direction triggers the use of rem-
iniscence to prepare for death. Cappeliez and O’Rourke (2002a) concluded, 
“Taken together, these results portray a more frequent reminiscer as one who 
values memories over new challenges and who seeks in memories, rather than 
in planned actions, materials to fi ght boredom and lack of stimulation and 
to refl ect about death and old confl icts” (p. 121). Th eir fi ndings are consistent 
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with the notion that the experience of existential vacuum, lack of goals, and 
an overall sense of meaninglessness is a main motive for certain types of remi-
niscence activity.

In an interesting extension of the previous study, Cappeliez and O’Rourke 
(2002b) performed a cluster analysis on the scores of four intrapersonal func-
tions of reminiscence (boredom reduction, death preparation, identity, and 
bitterness revival). Th ree distinct clusters were identifi ed: negative reminisc-
ers, infrequent reminiscers, and meaning seekers. Of interest are the meaning 
seekers, those individuals who on the basis of personality traits, life attitudes, 
and stress were characterized in terms of greater use of reminiscence for bore-
dom reduction, death preparation, and identity and showed a greater tendency 
toward openness to experience compared to individuals in the other two clus-
ters. Cappeliez and O’Rourke (2002b) came to several conclusions: “First, 
meaning seekers use reminiscence to fi ll a void of stimulation in their current 
life… . Second, they reminisce for the purpose of establishing and maintain-
ing a coherent sense of self and life meaning and coping with thoughts of one’s 
mortality” (p. 263).

So far, the empirical evidence has been correlational in nature, leaving 
us open to a number of alternative explanations for the various fi ndings. 
Controlled studies that assess cause–eff ect relationships are needed to deter-
mine the infl uence of autobiographical methods on meaning and purpose in 
life. In one of a very few experimental studies, Spector-Eisenberg (1988) exam-
ined the eff ect of reminiscence therapy on meaning in life in institutionalized 
older adults residing in three separate nursing homes in West Los Angeles, 
California. Sixty volunteer participants were randomly assigned to one of 
three groups: individual reminiscence therapy, current events placebo, and 
pretest–posttest control. Nine participants did not complete the study, leaving 
17 (mean age, 85 years) in the reminiscence group; 18 (mean age, 85 years) in 
the placebo group; and 16 (mean age, 82 years) in the control group.

Th e individualized reminiscence therapy consisted of 10 weekly 45-minute 
interviews conducted by a counselor–student research assistant. Interviews 
were structured in that the counselor presented a specifi c topic to be explored 
each week. For example, the topic for the fi rst week was “happiest time.” Th e 
interview began as follows: “Today, I would like you to think back into your 
past and try to recall the happiest time of your life and tell me about it.” All 
interviews were tape-recorded. Other topics included memories of parents, 
siblings, own children, school and early childhood, the most diffi  cult time, 
and favorite era.

Th e current events placebo was structured in a similar manner. Weekly top-
ics included thoughts and feelings about the nursing staff , activities engaged 
in, food served at the nursing home, who comes to visit, opinions regarding 
the current president, current health status, friends at the nursing home, rela-
tionship with doctors, the nuclear age, and society’s treatment of the elderly.
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Shortly before and immediately aft er the 10-week treatment program, all 
participants completed a modifi ed version of the Life Attitude Profi le (LAP; 
Reker & Peacock, 1981). Th e modifi cation involved changing the item stem 
to a question format (interrogatory format). For example, “I have discovered 
a satisfying life purpose” was changed to “Have you discovered a satisfying 
life purpose?” Th is modifi cation made it much easier for the nursing home 
participants to understand the items and to respond appropriately. Th e LAP 
items were read to all participants, and the responses were recorded by the 
counselor. 

Th e results for life purpose are shown in Figure 18.3. Th e posttest results, 
adjusted for pretest scores, revealed a statistically signifi cant diff erence 
(p = .014) for the Life Purpose dimension in favor of the reminiscence group 
compared to both the placebo and the pretest– posttest controls. No statisti-
cally signifi cant diff erences were found for the latter two groups. Life Purpose 
refers to having life goals; having a mission in life; having a sense of direction 
from the past, in the present, and toward the future; and having experienced 
fulfi llment. In addition, although not statistically signifi cant by conventional 
standards, there was a tendency for the reminiscence group to score higher on 
the Life Control (p = .117) and the Future Meaning (p = .173) dimensions com-
pared to the attention placebo and pretest–posttest control group (see Figures 
18.4 and 18.5). Life Control refers to having the freedom to make life choices 
and taking responsibility for one’s actions. Future Meaning refers to future 
fulfi llment, the acceptance of future potentialities, and positive expectations 
concerning oneself and one’s future life.
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In a quasi-experimental study, Georgemiller and Maloney (1984) exam-
ined the eff ect of a structured reminiscence program on pre–post measures 
of meaning in life, religiosity, self-esteem, and attitudes toward death. Th irty-
four older adults (mean age, 75 years), recruited from fi ve Chicago-area senior 
adult centers, took part in a life review workshop consisting of seven weekly 
meetings of 90 minutes each. Participants also completed a posttreatment 
workshop evaluation form. A control group of 29 subjects was matched on 
age, sex, and activity (e.g., card playing, sewing, envelope stuffi  ng) during the 
life review time period. Th e structured life review consisted of mini-lectures 
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followed by a group sharing of autobiographical vignettes on a variety of 
themes (e.g., signifi cant crises in my life, experience with death, development 
of beliefs and values). Th e only signifi cant fi nding was that the life review 
group decreased in denial of death. Clinical observations and responses to 
the workshop evaluation pointed to dramatic benefi ts for some participants 
and an increase in social reminiscence, good feelings, and improved self- 
understanding in others. Th e fi ndings are in line with the existential perspec-
tive that individuals who show less fear of death and who are able to confront 
their own mortality see their lives as more fulfi lling and meaningful (Wong, 
Reker, & Gesser, 1994). Th us, a decrease in denial of death would support the 
death preparation function of reminiscence as a vehicle for enhancing a sense 
of meaning and purpose in life.

Westerhof, Bohlmeijer, and Valenkamp (2004) designed a reminis-
cence program, Searching for Meaning in Life, for Dutch elderly subjects to 
stimulate personal meaning (including sources of personal meaning) and 
to decrease depressive symptoms. Th e program consisted of 12 sessions of 
2.5  hours each. Th emes addressed cognitive and motivational processes as 
well as diff erent sources of meaning in life (e.g., fi rst memories and early 
scents, norms and values, activities, meaning of life and spirituality, life-span 
and turning points, and identity). Fift y-seven older adults (mean age, 66 years; 
range, 50–81) received the reminiscence intervention. A comparison group of 
57 participants matched on age, gender, educational level, marital status, and 
employment status were drawn from the larger representative Dutch Aging 
Survey. Personal meaning was assessed before and aft er intervention in both 
groups; depression was assessed before and aft er but only in the intervention 
group. Diff erence scores on depression between pre- and postintervention 
were used to split the group into three: upper tertile (large improvement), 
middle tertile (small improvement), and lower tertile (no improvement). Th e 
results showed that at pretest, the intervention group was more negative and 
more focused on self compared to the comparison group, indicating that the 
participants in the program initially comprised a self-preoccupied group with 
impoverished meaning. Following intervention, the personal meaning profi le 
was more positive with regard to self-evaluations and evaluations of social 
relations but still below that of the comparison group. Most notable, the sub-
group that showed the largest improvement in depression scores showed the 
largest change in positive meaning attributed to the self and social relations; 
those individuals with no improvement or those with small improvement in 
depression showed little change in personal meaning. Given that no control 
group was used in this study, the before and aft er diff erences in depression 
and personal meaning may not be attributable to the intervention itself. Th e 
systematic pattern of results do, however, provide some evidence that a struc-
tured reminiscence program for older adults can alleviate depression and pro-
mote personal meaning in life.
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Th us, individualized structured reminiscence with community-residing 
and institutionalized older adults appears to be a viable tool for increasing 
perceived meaning and purpose in life. More experimental studies need to 
be conducted with diff erent samples, diff erent reminiscence formats, and dif-
ferent types of reminiscence functions before fi rm conclusions can be drawn.

Th e results of quantitative studies provide important information regard-
ing the impact that autobiographical methods may have on such subsequent 
outcomes as meaning and purpose in life. Such fi ndings do not, however, fully 
address the underlying processes of meaning making per se. Herein lies the 
strength of the narrative approach. Th e earlier work of Kaufman (1986) and 
Gubrium (1993) with community-residing and institutionalized older adults 
are good examples of how the narrative approach helps us understand the 
depth and signifi cance of storytelling as a meaning-making activity.

Schiff  and Cohler (2001) demonstrated the usefulness of the narrative 
approach in identifying the underlying processes of meaning making in a 
qualitative study of Holocaust survivors and how they narrate their past and 
assign meaning to it. Th ree-hour-long in-depth interviews on a wide range of 
topics (e.g., life before the war; ghetto and camp experiences, feelings of loss) 
were tape-recorded and transcribed for 20 Nazi concentration camp survi-
vors (13 women, 7 men). Th e emphasis was on the survivors’ interpretations of 
survival. In about half the interviews, survivors found meaning in what hap-
pened in the past by relying on current meaning and projecting that meaning 
backward into time. Schiff  and Cohler note that “by this motion of reading 
the aft erward into the before, the narrative of survival thus attains wholeness 
or purpose” (p.133). Moreover, they found that for many survivors, purpose is 
found and also negated, meaning is found but so is meaninglessness, coher-
ence is found but so is incoherence. Th ese tendencies appear to coexist rather 
than cancel each other out. Schiff  and Cohler (2001) comment:

We argue that it is signifi cant that two contradictory interpretations 
arise and that sometimes they appear together. Indeed, remembering a 
troubled past may be more complex than we had previously theorized. 
Our understanding of these narratives points to what Jacob Lomranz 
(1995) has called the “paradoxical self” which survivors appear to 
inhabit. Survivors function very well in certain areas of their lives and 
thoughts and in other places poorly; there is a sense of putting together 
along with pulling apart. (p. 134)

Th eir fi ndings illuminate how a troubled past can be given meaning aft er 
the fact. Th eir fi ndings also clearly reveal the paradoxical nature of human 
thought, feeling, and action that cannot be easily revealed through structured, 
externally interpreted approaches.

Th at being said, it remains important to validate the process of meaning 
making through autobiographical methods by demonstrating that it leads to 
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expected changes in the individual’s personal meaning system. A central fea-
ture of the will to meaning is to preserve one’s identity and to promote a sense 
of coherence. Individuals strive to fi nd unity in their lives by ensuring that 
their diff erentiated selves remain integrated. Th e question of whether guided 
autobiography could enhance awareness of the self was fi rst explored by Reedy 
and Birren (1980). In a pre–post assessment of 45 participants in a 10-session 
guided autobiography program, the real, ideal, and social-image components 
of the self were found to move closer together. Moreover, participants’ views 
of generalized others moved more closely to their own views of self. In the 
absence of a control group, however, fi rm conclusions regarding the eff ective-
ness of guided autobiography in promoting self-awareness and integration 
cannot be drawn. More controlled outcome studies are needed to follow up 
on these promising leads. 

In one such study, Spanish researchers Botella and Feixas (1992–1993) 
provide a convincing demonstration of how the method of guided autobiog-
raphy can lead to a reconstruction of the personal meaning system of older 
participants. A small sample of eight older adults, average age 68 years, took 
part in 10 guided autobiography group sessions for 1.5 hours each week over 
a three-month period. Th eir approach was similar to Birren and Cochran’s 
(2001) guided autobiography but was specifi cally adapted for use with older 
adults in that it included only a short sensitizing lecture about each topic 
(30 minutes) followed by group discussion (60 minutes). Ten individuals with 
similar demographic characteristics formed a pre–post control group. Th e 
degree of reconstruction was assessed in both groups through the adminis-
tration of George Kelly’s repertory grid at the initial and fi nal sessions. Th e 
repertory grid is a procedure in which signifi cant people in the participant’s 
life (including actual self, ideal self, and social-image self) are rated on a num-
ber of elicited constructs (e.g., caring vs. callous) using a 5-point Likert-type 
scale. Results showed that the guided autobiography group underwent signifi -
cant reconstruction of their construing of past life experiences compared to 
the control group. Furthermore, the self-system of the guided autobiography 
group revealed a signifi cant reduction in the distance between ideal versus 
actual self and ideal versus social-image self compared to the control group. 
A signifi cant diff erence was not found for actual self versus social-image self. 
Although preliminary, these fi ndings suggest that participation in guided 
autobiography can lead to signifi cant positive changes in the reconstruction 
and meaningful integration of past life experiences.

Personal Autobiographical Refl ections and Meaning in Life

Personal autobiographical refl ection may off er additional insight into how 
the method of guided autobiography could lead to a reconstruction of one’s 
personal meaning system. According to Birren, guided autobiography assists 
in the exploration of the inside of lives. Th e goal is not to eff ect purposeful 
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change but to provide individuals the opportunity to express their existential 
or experiential selves. Th ere are no externally imposed value-centered notions 
about what should be changed. Th us, guided autobiography “is not therapy … 
Nevertheless, it oft en can be therapeutic” (Birren & Cochran, 2001, p. 9 [italics 
in original]).

Of the various components of guided autobiography, the sharing of expe-
riences with others in the group, known as the developmental exchange, is 
a potentially powerful tool for eliciting and working through the emotions 
attached to personal memories. Th ornton and Collins (2007) describe the 
exchange process as a transformative learning experience in which partici-
pants “learn to re-experience life events and understand their lives from a 
new perspective” (p. 1). Based on the responses of 38 older participants to the 
question “What am I learning?” Th ornton and Collins found that in relation 
to meaning in life, nearly all participants reported expanded meaning struc-
tures and alternative expressions of meaning.

Resolving Survivor Guilt: Assigning Meaning Backward 

In the summer of 1985, the fi rst author (Gary Reker) had the opportunity to 
participate in a two-week guided autobiography course organized and con-
ducted by James Birren at the University of Southern California. Th e par-
ticipants comprised a mixture of young, early middle-, and late-middle-aged 
adults. Each day was structured along a traditional format: a short lecture on 
topics related to developmental psychology and autobiography, a brief sen-
sitizing session to introduce the topic for the next class, the exchange of life 
stories in a small-group environment, and the writing of a two-page autobio-
graphical essay on a selected topic as a homework assignment. Resolving sur-
vivor guilt is his story on the theme “Th e History of Your Experiences With 
or Ideas About Death.”

Initially, I intellectualized everything and found it diffi  cult to deal with 
my emotional side. As others in the group began to share their past 
experiences, I witnessed a great deal of emotional material being off ered 
in the developmental exchange, which turned out to be a good laxative 
for my “emotional constipation.”

When I was a teen-ager my best friend was killed in a car-train col-
lision. He had just left  my house to go home to get his ice skates (it was 
New Years Day, 1961). He needed his skates because minutes earlier we 
witnessed two girls on whom we had crushes, head for the local pond 
to skate. We were both in the car as he backed out of our driveway. 
However, I had forgotten something in the house but Dewey was in a 
rush to get his skates so he let me out and he drove off . He lived only 
about a mile from our house. He never came back. Half an hour later 
I phoned his house but he had not arrived. Knowing that Dewey was a 
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bit of a prankster, I fi gured that he decided to go to the pond without me. 
I left  on my own fi guring that I would catch up with him at the pond. 
I never saw him. 

When I returned home later that aft ernoon, I was told Dewey had 
been killed at the railway crossing near his home and dragged by the 
train for about ¼ of a mile. Th inking that I had been with him, my fam-
ily and the police had been looking for me along the railway tracks. Ever 
since that day, I have wondered why I was spared. I should have been 
with him and perhaps could have prevented the accident from happen-
ing by spotting the train in time.

Th is was the experience with death that I reconstructed in the 
guided autobiography class in 1985. I recall that on that day, a lot of 
bottled-up emotional material was shared with the class. I literally 
broke down emotionally. However, the support received from the 
group was overwhelming and led eventually to a resolution of “survi-
vor guilt” that I had harbored for so many years. It was the group pro-
cess that helped me to attach new meaning to the emotional memory 
associated with the unfortunate accident and the loss of my best friend. 
Th at emotional memory remains vivid today even though the actual 
facts of the memory of the accident may have dimmed over time. 
Th e method of guided autobiography, particularly the component of 
developmental exchange, reaffi  rmed my belief on the benefi t of this 
approach in restoring, maintaining, and enhancing a sense of meaning 
and purpose in life.

Expanded Horizons: The Meaning of Compassion 

Th e third author (Cheryl Svensson) has been a guided autobiography facilita-
tor for several years. Finding the true meaning of compassion is her story on 
the theme “Th e History of Your Experiences With or Ideas About Death.”

My personal “ah-hah” experience came during my own guided autobi-
ography class, when I was writing and sharing on the theme death. As it 
happens, I have an up-close and personal relationship with death from a 
very early age. My father was killed in a car accident when I was twelve 
years old. At that time in my life, I felt that the sun rose and set on my 
father. Th ere was no one who could ever take his place for me. Th e car 
accident had been a deadly one; my father had been driving, but also in 
the car were my aunt, my sister-in-law, and my four-year-old niece. Th ey 
were hit head-on by a drunk driver, and everyone but my sister-in-law 
was killed instantly. 

With a sudden and unexpected tragedy like this, many, many people 
are aff ected by the loss of lives. My sister-in-law remained in a coma in 
the hospital for weeks … not knowing her only child was dead. Aunts, 
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uncles, cousins, siblings, children, friends … all were there to grieve and 
mourn the untimely loss of lives. But even so, I felt “alone.” I felt that no 
one else could possibly feel as bereft , abandoned, alone in grief as I did. 
I never allowed another in … not my mother, brothers or sister … to 
share in the sorrow, to help understand the tragedy and to go on. I wore 
the loss and sorrow as my own armor … and burden. 

It was not until I was sharing my writing on this event in my small 
group that light began to shine in. One member of the group, a widow, 
innocently said aft er I fi nished reading, “Oh … that must have been 
terrible for your mother.” I had never before put myself in my mother’s 
place to possibly imagine how it must have been for her … a stay-at-
home mom with two children to raise … alone … and to lose her hus-
band at only 50 years of age. 

Th e weight of nearly forty years carrying the burden of unshared 
grief began to dissipate. I realized, it was not only about me and my loss; 
there were so many others who shared in my grief … and still do. 

Th rough this, I learned the true meaning of compassion … with oth-
ers as well as with myself. I was able to step outside my own perspective 
and see and share the joys and sorrows of existence with others.

In her role as a facilitator of guided autobiography, Cheryl Svensson also 
gained new meanings and wisdom from listening to the shared stories of oth-
ers. She puts it this way:

I have learned something from all of them who have willingly shared 
their life story. Many participants in GAB [guided autobiography] 
classes have reported new insights that have resulted in life changing 
behaviors aft er reading their stories in the small group. It appears that 
the dynamics of writing, reading, and getting feedback from other 
trusted members, heightens self-learning. To illustrate, one older woman 
included a reference in her writings to her ex-husband who had left  her 
and their three small children, for another woman, years before. Near 
the end of the class, aft er she had examined her values, she understood, 
“No one was to blame” … for what had happened. Rather, she realized 
that her values had been completely diff erent from her ex-husband and 
they never should have married in the fi rst place. She was then free to let 
go of the anger and resentment she had carried for decades.

Exploring the Inside of Lives: Transformative Learning 

Th e second author (James Birren) is the pioneer of the guided autobiography 
approach. His story is a story of what he has learned from the many life stories 
told by participants of guided autobiography since its inception over 30 years 
ago. 
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I have learned much from listening to the stories of lives by the people 
who lived them. I have become convinced that the histories of individual 
lives have much to add to our social and behavioral sciences as well as 
increasing the appreciation of what people have lived through. Life sto-
ries provide the details of historical events from the bottom up, from the 
details of everyday life as they fi t into the “top down histories” of wars, 
depressions, prosperities, and natural environmental events. For exam-
ple, at age 16 one person had a scholarship to the Julliard School of Music 
in New York. Th en a tornado blew away the family house in St. Louis and 
she had to return home from New York to help the family but she never 
got back to music again. She told the details of this life story at age 75. For 
another participant, growing up on a farm during the Great Depression 
of the 1930s was described by one person as having “a good life.” Th ere 
was much to eat and parents traded things with their neighbors.

Such diff erences in the details of lives led me to the view that the 
study of the personal accounts of lives and their interpretations by the 
people that lived them represent an important addition to the behav-
ioral and social sciences. Th ey supplement the knowledge gained from 
laboratory research and designed studies. Listening to life stories has 
led me to face the paradox that, as individuals, we are so diff erent in the 
experiences of growing up and growing old, yet we also emerge as being 
so much the same as we reveal our emotions and feelings about the past. 
I have learned that studying individual diff erences and similarities can 
be enhanced by analysis of the narratives of individuals.

Participation in an autobiography group has taught me that there are 
several benefi ts. Listening to the life stories of other persons primes or 
releases memories that may be long forgotten. All persons have large 
stores of memories that are just below the level of spontaneous recall. 
Hearing the life story of another person results in a frequent response, 
“Oh, what you just said reminds me of something that happened to me.” 
Listening to others has primed my memories about many things such as 
school, work, family, and health. 

Another benefi t of listening to the life stories of others is a growing 
realization that beneath our public surfaces we are similar. Th is leads 
to an increasing acceptance or attachment of other persons. I fi nd that 
autobiography groups oft en want to continue and have frequent reunions 
to share their lives. New friendships grow out of sharing our life stories. 

Another outcome of sharing our life stories in a group is the release 
of energy for new activities. Telling our life story is not an end or conclu-
sion. It commonly leads to answering the implicit question, “Where do 
I want to go from here?” Volunteering for public service, learning a new 
skill like painting, writing or other activities are frequent next steps in 
participating in an autobiography group. 
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I have learned that getting out my memoirs in a group, adding up my 
memories help me to decide who I am and where I want to go. It also 
leaves my life story for family and friends for them to learn what I have 
learned from life. 

Guided autobiography has taught me that adding up one’s life oft en 
leads to new perspectives that fi t into the concept of wisdom. Wisdom 
requires experience to provide a basis for today’s and tomorrow’s deci-
sions. Telling one’s life story and listening to the life stories of others 
releases wisdom for our use and the use of our followers.

Conclusion

Taken together, the theoretical speculations, the quantitative and qualita-
tive fi ndings, and the testimonial of personal refl ection point to the poten-
tial of autobiographical methods in restoring, maintaining, and enhancing 
a sense of meaning and purpose in life. Two key meaning-making processes, 
transformation and transcendence, are activated through autobiographical 
inquiry. Transformation results in changes in thoughts, feelings, and actions. 
Transformational processes do not change one’s experiences or situations; 
rather, they impact the way one relates to personal experiences and situations 
(i.e., a change in perspective taking). One outcome of transformational pro-
cesses is a restructured and expanded worldview and a widening and deep-
ening of one’s personal identity. Individuals undergoing a transformational 
experience are able to transform old meanings into new ones and project 
those meanings forward, thereby taking them to broader and deeper levels of 
understanding and the real meaning of life. 

Transcendence is a meaning-making process in which individuals climb 
above or go beyond the experiences or situations presented to them in life. 
By rising above the contradictions, absurdities, and confl icts that character-
ize the human condition, individuals become more aware of where they have 
been, who they are, and where they are going. One outcome of transcendence 
processes is the expansion of one’s horizon and the ability to “see the bigger 
picture,” accompanied by a sense of connectedness with self, with others, and 
with all living things.

Th ree directives are off ered for future research. First, in order to enhance 
a sense of meaning and purpose in life, more emphasis needs to be placed 
on facilitating the recall of “emotional” memories, particularly among elderly 
residing in institutions and nursing homes. Examples include the use of 
music-based life review (e.g., Ashida, 2000; Bennett & Maas, 1988) and spiri-
tual life  review (e.g., Melia, 2003), both of which contain a strong aff ective 
component. Second, in addition to assessing outcomes, more research is 
needed to understand the underlying meaning-making processes inherent in 
life review, reminiscence, guided autobiography, and narrative approaches. 
Th ird, future applications of autobiographical methods need to tailor the 
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diff erent functions of reminiscence to the achievement of meaning in life at 
various transition points across the life span.
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Th e purpose of this chapter is to examine the relationship between meaning 
in life and health among older adults. Although there is no agreed-upon defi -
nition of meaning in life, the one proposed by Reker (1997) provides a useful 
point of departure. He argues that a sense of meaning involves having a sense 
of purpose, order, and direction in life, as well as the belief that there is a rea-
son for one’s own existence.

Researchers from all the major social and behavioral sciences have argued 
for decades that people have a compelling need to fi nd a sense of meaning 
in life. For example, noted psychiatrist Victor Frankl (1946/1984) maintained 
that “man’s search for meaning is the primary motivation in his life” (p. 121). 
Th e same notion is evident in the work of sociologist Peter Berger (1967), who 
argued that there is “the human craving for meaning that appears to have the 
force of instinct” (p. 22). And Abraham Maslow (1968), a former president of 
the American Psychological Association, captured the essence of this view 
when he pointed out that “the human needs a framework of values, a philoso-
phy of life … in about the same sense that he needs sunlight, calcium, and 
love” (p. 206). 

Although any number of issues could be explored in the study of meaning, 
four form the cornerstone of the current chapter. Th e discussion in this chap-
ter begins by exploring whether the need to derive a sense of meaning becomes 
increasingly important as people grow older. Following this, a series of issues 
involving the measurement of meaning in life are evaluated. Next, factors 
that bolster and maintain an older person’s sense of meaning are examined. 
Informal social relationships fi gure prominently in this respect. Finally, one 
way in which meaning may infl uence health and well-being is investigated. In 
particular, the potentially important role that meaning may play buff ering or 
off setting the pernicious eff ects of stress is assessed in detail. 

Age-Related Change in Meaning in Life

Although there are few rigorous empirical studies in the literature, there 
has been considerable discussion about whether a sense of meaning in life 
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becomes increasingly important as people grow older. Some investigators 
maintain that sense of meaning fi gures more prominently in the lives of older 
rather than younger people, whereas other researchers argue that meaning 
making is a lifelong process.

Meaning Becomes More Important With Age

Th e heightened importance of meaning in late life is refl ected in the work of 
Settersten (2002), who observes, “Th e most pervasive discomfort in late life 
may not be the fear of destitution or even the fear of poor health, but rather an 
awareness … that … life can become empty of meaning” (p. 70). Th e reason 
why meaning may be especially important for older people may be found in 
three sources: Two sources are based primarily on developmental principles. 
whereas the third has to do with the fear of impending death. 

Th e fi rst explanation for why meaning may become especially impor-
tant in late life is found in Erikson’s (1959) widely cited theory of life course 
development. He divided the life span into eight stages, with each stage pos-
ing a unique developmental challenge. Th e fi nal stage, which is typically 
encountered in late life, is characterized by the crisis of integrity versus 
despair. Th is is a time of deep introspection, when older people review their 
lives and try to reconcile the inevitable gap between what they set out to do 
and what they were actually able to accomplish. Viewed more broadly, this 
means that as people grow older, they try to weave the stories of their lives 
into a more coherent whole. Ultimately, the goal of this process is to imbue 
life with a deeper sense of meaning. But if this developmental challenge is 
not resolved successfully, Erikson (1959) maintained, the individual is likely 
to slip into despair.

Research by Tornstam (1997) provides another reason for expecting mean-
ing to become increasingly important with advancing age. His theory of gero-
transcendence specifi es that as people grow older, they experience a major 
shift  in the way they view the world. More specifi cally, this shift  is character-
ized by a move away from a materialistic and pragmatic view of the world 
to a more cosmic and transcendent view. Th e cosmic dimension involves an 
exploration of one’s own inner space and, consistent with the work of Erikson 
(1959), a search for greater integrity. Th e process of gerotranscendence also 
involves a desire for maintaining fewer, but more meaningful, social rela-
tionships as well as a greater preference for, and appreciation of, solitude. 
Although Tornstam (1997) does not cast his theory explicitly within the con-
text of meaning in life, the emphasis on introspection, integrity, and the desire 
for deeper social relationships touches on issues that are closely akin to it. 
Consequently, it is not surprising to fi nd that Braam and his colleagues report 
that Tornstam’s Gerotranscendence Scale is substantially and positively cor-
related with a measure of meaning in life (Braam, Bramsen, van Tilburg, van 
der Ploeg, & Deeg, 2006).
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Unlike the developmental theories of Erikson (1959) and Tornstam (1997), 
research on terror management approaches age-related change in the impor-
tance of meaning from a diff erent perspective. As Martens, Goldenberg, 
and Greenberg (2005) argue, unconscious concerns about death enhance 
the need to view the world as a meaningful place. Because older adults are 
typically closer to death than are younger individuals, terror management 
theory predicts older people should have a greater need to fi nd meaning in 
life. Although it is not widely known, Erikson was also aware of this pos-
sibility. His views on death and meaning may be found in a volume of his 
unpublished papers that was edited by Hoare (2002). In this book, Hoare 
reports that Erikson believed that older people “can no longer repress death, 
they harbor fears of ‘spiritual meaninglessness,’ and the sense of depleted 
time, ‘accentuates issues of nonbeing’ ” (p. 82). Hoare goes on to point out 
that Erikson believed that this sense of dread instills in older people a “wish 
to fuse with another, with God, with the cosmos, or with one’s ‘innermost 
self ’ ” (p. 82).

Meaning Making Is a Lifelong Process

In contrast to the work that has been presented so far, other investigators 
maintain that the search for meaning does not become increasingly important 
with advancing age. Instead, these researchers argue that meaning making is 
a lifelong process that is important at every point in the life course. Support 
for this alternative perspective may be found in the work of Staudinger (2001). 
Embedded in Erikson’s (1959) theory is the notion that a person derives a 
sense of meaning (i.e., integrity) through a careful review of how his or her 
life has been lived. Th is idea makes a good deal of sense because it is diffi  cult 
to see how an individual can fi nd a sense of meaning without some sort of life 
review. Although Erikson’s (1959) theory specifi es that this life review occurs 
late in life, Staudinger (2001) argues that it may instead take place at any time 
during adulthood. Th is perspective is consistent with the view of Reker and 
Chamberlain (2000), who maintain that “the will to meaning is a continuous 
process, triggered by changing circumstances, shift ing value orientations, and 
renewed aspirations” (p. 2; see also McAdams, 1996). Perhaps this is one rea-
son why empirical research fails to demonstrate that the life review takes place 
solely in old age (Merriam, 1993).

A key challenge for scholars involves fi nding a way to reconcile the seem-
ingly diff erent views of the relationship between aging and meaning in life. 
One explanation that makes good sense is provided by Staudinger (2001). 
She suggests that even though adults of all ages engage in a life review, the 
content or nature of this life review changes as people grow older. More spe-
cifi cally, Staudinger (2001) argues that for younger adults, the life review is 
focused more on the future and is conducted in order to set new goals and help 
implement plans. In contrast, she proposes, the life review for older people 
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involves looking backward and refl ecting on what has happened in the past 
instead of what might happen in the future. Although a sense of meaning in 
life clearly involves much more than a life review, the broader issue identifi ed 
by Staudinger (2001) is intuitively pleasing: Meaning is important to every-
one, but the content and nature of what constitutes a meaningful life is likely 
to change as people move through the life course. Th is perspective also has 
clear implications for the way meaning in life is measured because it suggests 
that diff erent measures may be needed for people at diff erent points in the life 
course. It is for this reason that issues involving the measurement of meaning 
are discussed next.

Measuring Meaning in Late Life

A number of investigators have developed scales to assess meaning in life (e.g., 
Pohlmann, Karin, Gruss, & Joraschky, 2006; Reker & Peacock, 1981; Steger, 
Frazier, Oishi, & Kaler, 2006; Wong, 1998). However, none of these instru-
ments were designed specifi cally for use with older adults. If the nature of 
meaning in life changes as people grow older, then it is important for research-
ers to devise scales that capture these age-related changes. Krause (2004) made 
one of the few attempts to develop this type of measure. Th e discussion in the 
next section describes the conceptual underpinnings of the components of his 
scale and briefl y reviews empirical work on the factor structure of this battery 
of items. Following this is a detailed examination of two measurement issues 
that confront all scales that assess meaning. Th e fi rst issue involves something 
that is known as factorial invariance over time; the second has to do with the 
potential confounding between scales that assess meaning and measures of 
psychological well-being, especially depression.

Scales That Assess Meaning Among Older People

Based on the pioneering work of Battista and Almond (1973), Krause (2004) 
devised a scale of meaning in life that is composed of four dimensions: hav-
ing values, a sense of purpose, goals, and the ability to reconcile the past. 
Reviewing the conceptual foundation of each component helps to further 
clarify the nature of meaning in life.

Values provide the basis for behavioral guidance. When the utility and 
worthiness of specifi c thoughts and actions are not clear, values provide a 
basis for selecting from diff erent options by giving the assurance that per-
sonal choices are, in the words of Baumeister (1991), right, good, and justifi -
able. Simply put, a sense of meaning in life arises when people believe they are 
doing the right thing.

Although clearly linked to values, a sense of purpose is conceptually dis-
tinct. It has to do with believing that one’s actions have a set place in the larger 
order of social life and that one’s behavior fi ts appropriately into a larger, more 
important social whole. Th is notion was captured succinctly some time ago 
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by Cooley (1927), who observed, “A man can be content to live and strive 
without the promise of either happiness or immortality, if only he feels that 
something worthy, some part of the great whole, is being accomplished in him” 
(pp. 229–230). Values are codes or standards that defi ne which thoughts and 
actions are appropriate, whereas a sense of purpose carries evaluative conno-
tations that arise from the successful implementation or execution of actions 
that comply with underlying values.

A sense of meaning also involves expectations for the future and is oft en 
manifested in the form of goals for which people strive. Goals help individu-
als organize current activities and provide a conduit for focusing and imple-
menting energies, eff orts, and ambitions. Even though goals are oriented 
toward the future, they also provide more immediate rewards by reinforcing 
and building upon the sense of accomplishment a person may already have 
derived. Cooley (1927) captured the essence of this view in his discussion of 
plans, which are closely akin to goals. He argued that

able men plan and strive not as being discontented now, but because 
they need to continue the hope and sense of achievement they already 
have. Th ey bring the future into the scene to animate the present… . Our 
plans are our working hopes and among our chief treasures.” (p. 205)

Earlier, the work of Erikson (1959) was reviewed to show that a sense of 
meaning arises, in part, by looking back over one’s life and attempting to rec-
oncile what one set out to do with one’s actual accomplishments. A similar 
emphasis on reviewing the past was evident in Staudinger’s (2001) discussion 
of the life review among older people. Assessing whether older people have 
been able to reconcile things that have happened in the past may, therefore, 
capture one of the relatively unique aspects of meaning in late life. It is for this 
reason that the scale developed by Krause (2004) contains a dimension assess-
ing the ability to reconcile the past.

A subsequent empirical evaluation of these four components of meaning 
by Krause (2004) reveals that they are strongly correlated with a higher order 
factor that refl ects a general or overall sense of meaning in life. Th is study 
further revealed that the items in this scale have good psychometric properties 
(i.e., good reliability). Unfortunately, deriving psychometrically sound mea-
sures of meaning does not go far enough because other challenging measure-
ment issues arise during the task of scale construction. 

Confronting the Problem of Factorial Invariance Over Time

Although the scale devised by Krause (2004) may have contributed to the 
literature, there are two important measurement issues that face this, as 
well as any other, index of meaning in life. Th e fi rst has to do with some-
thing that methodologists call factorial invariance over time. Researchers 
have argued for decades that data that have been gathered at more than 
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one point in time are preferable to data from cross-sectional studies. 
Longitudinal data are valued more highly because they allow investiga-
tors to address one (but not all) of the key requirements for demonstrating 
causality. More specifi cally, longitudinal data make it possible to see if the 
proposed cause precedes the hypothesized eff ect in time (Morton, Hebel, & 
McCarter, 2001). Cast within the context of the current chapter, this means, 
for example, that longitudinal data allow an investigator to see if meaning 
in life at a baseline interview is associated with change in health over time 
or whether health at the baseline interview is associated with change in 
meaning over time. 

Unfortunately, the study of change in meaning over time introduces a 
potential methodological pitfall. In order to determine if true change has 
occurred in meaning over time, researchers must be sure that questions 
assessing meaning in life are interpreted by study subjects in the same way 
at both interviews. If the items are not interpreted in the same way, then 
change in scores on scales that assess meaning can arise from not one but 
two reasons: Either true change has taken place in meaning, or scores on 
scales that assess meaning have changed because study participants do not 
interpret the items in the same way at baseline and follow-up interviews. 
Th is dilemma is known as the problem of factorial invariance over time 
(Bollen, 1989).

One way to assess factorial invariance over time is to see if the elements 
of the measurement model (i.e., the factor loadings and measurement error 
terms) change over time. Tests of this issue, which are conducted in a con-
fi rmatory factor-analytic framework, are based on the following rationale. 
If the meaning of study measures does not change over time, then respon-
dents should answer the same questions in the same way at the baseline and 
follow-up surveys. If they answer the same questions in the same way, then 
the covariances among the items that assess meaning should be the same at 
both points in time. And if this is true, then the factor loadings and measure-
ment error terms that are derived from these covariances should be the same 
as well.

Th ere appears to be only one study in the literature that has tested for fac-
torial invariance over time in items assessing meaning in late life (Krause, 
2007a). Th ese analyses reveal that the measurement structure of items assess-
ing meaning in life changes over time, suggesting that study subjects are not 
interpreting the items in the same way. But there is a plausible theoretical 
explanation for these results. Recall that Reker and Chamberlain (2000), as 
well as McAdams (1996), view meaning making as a lifelong process. Similar 
views are found in the work of Staudinger (2001). If this notion is true, then 
the way meaning is understood and manifest should change continuously 
as well. And if it does, then it is not surprising to fi nd that subjects do not 
respond to measures of meaning consistently over time. So, rather than being 
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a methodological problem per se, change in the underlying nature of meaning 
may instead reveal a fundamental characteristic of this core construct.

Although change may be an endemic property of meaning, this charac-
teristic puts researchers in a diffi  cult position if they wish to study change in 
meaning over time. Unfortunately, there is no way to conclusively resolve this 
vexing problem. One strategy provides a useful point of departure, however. 
Given a suffi  ciently large number of items to assess meaning, it is possible that 
subjects will view some indicators in the same way over time, but not others. 
To the extent this is true, investigators can compare results of analyses that 
have been performed with and without indicators whose meaning changes 
over time to see if substantive study conclusions are altered (see Rensvold & 
Cheung, 1998, for a detailed discussion of the statistical challenges involved 
in this type of analysis).

Issues Involving Measurement Confounding

Several investigators have studied the relationship between meaning in life 
and depression among older people (e.g., Reker, 1997). Th ese studies reveal 
that older people who have found a sense of meaning in life tend to report 
fewer symptoms of depression than do elders who have not been able to derive 
a sense of meaning in life. Although these fi ndings are noteworthy, they pres-
ent a potentially troubling measurement problem. More specifi cally, there is 
some evidence that measures of meaning may be confounded with measures 
of depression. Moreover, this problem may be especially evident when work-
ing with older adults. Evidence of this may be found in a recent volume by Dan 
Blazer (2002), who is a leading geriatric psychiatrist. In this book, Blazer notes 
that “meaninglessness is especially important in the manifestation of late life 
depression” (p. 179). 

Th e problem identifi ed by Blazer (2002) creates potential challenges for 
the way in which fi ndings from research on meaning and depression in late 
life are interpreted. But it also may aff ect the way investigators view results 
from studies of meaning and physical health status. Researchers have known 
for some time that physical and mental health problems are comorbid (e.g., 
Cohen & Rodriguez, 1995). If measures of meaning in life refl ect little more 
than symptoms of depression and research fi nds that meaning is associated 
with physical health, then the results may reveal little more than the well-
known relationship between mental and physical health problems rather than 
the infl uence of meaning in life per se.

Th ere are three ways to address this vexing problem. Th e fi rst involves 
drawing logical conclusions from available data. Although it is not hard to see 
why people who are depressed would have diffi  culty believing their lives are 
meaningful, it does not necessarily follow that all people who are struggling 
to fi nd a sense of meaning in life are, therefore, also depressed. Evidence of 
this notion may be found by turning to the bivariate correlations reported by 



416 • Th e Human Quest for Meaning

Reker (1997) in his study of meaning and depression in late life. He reports 
that the correlation between meaning and depressive symptoms in a sample 
of community dwelling adults is r = .37 (p < .001). Th is study further reveals 
that  the correlation between meaning and depression for a sample of insti-
tutionalized elders is r = .52 (p < .001). Although a signifi cant relationship 
between the two constructs is clearly present in these data, the correlations 
are far from perfect. Moreover, the fact that there is 27% shared variance at 
best between the constructs suggests that a number of people who have not 
found meaning in life do not have high depression scores. 

Th e second way to confront the problem of measurement confounding 
has to do with the way items are selected to assess meaning in life. More 
specifi cally, researchers should make an eff ort to avoid indicators that 
refl ect aff ect or other psychological emotions. For example, the Revised Life 
Regard Index (Debats, 1998) contains the following item: “I really feel good 
about my life” (p. 250). Careful refl ection reveals that this item does not 
necessarily capture meaning per se; instead, it refl ects an aff ective state that 
is presumably associated with having found a sense of meaning in life (i.e., 
it is something that is “caused” by meaning). If researchers feel it is impor-
tant to include this type of measure in their scales, however, then it would 
probably be best to conduct a sensitivity analysis by comparing fi ndings 
from analyses that estimate the relationship between meaning and depres-
sion with and without potentially confounded indicators in the scale that 
assesses meaning.

Th e third way to address the issue of measurement confounding has to 
do with the implementation of a specifi c kind of data-analytic strategy. Th is 
strategy involves estimating a cross-lagged latent variable model that contains 
identical measures of meaning and depression that have been assessed at two 
points in time. Consistent with the discussion of assessing causality that was 
provided earlier, an investigator can then estimate whether meaning at the 
baseline is associated with change in depression or whether depression at 
the baseline interview is associated with change in meaning over time (see 
Kessler & Greenberg, 1981, for a detailed discussion of cross-lagged models).

A preliminary assessment of this type of cross-lagged model was made 
by Krause (2007a). Th e fi ndings from this study suggest that greater mean-
ing at the baseline is signifi cantly associated with a decline in depression 
over time, but depressive symptoms at the baseline were not signifi cantly 
related to change in meaning over time. Viewed broadly, these results pro-
vide some preliminary evidence that meaning in life may not be confounded 
with symptoms of depression in late life. But these fi ndings should be viewed 
cautiously because Kessler and Greenberg (1981) convincingly demonstrate 
that data from at least three waves of interviews are needed to more fully 
disentangle the temporal ordering between two constructs (e.g., meaning and 
depression).
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Exploring the Sources of Meaning in Late Life

As a number of investigators have pointed out, there are many potential 
sources of meaning in life. For example, Reker (1991) identifi es a long list 
of possibilities, including occupations, creative activities, leisure activities, 
material possessions, and social or political causes. But a range of other psy-
chosocial factors may come into play as well. For example, a study by Schnell 
and Becker (2006) suggests that personality traits may infl uence a person’s 
ability to fi nd a sense of meaning in life. More specifi cally, their research indi-
cates that extraverted individuals are more likely than introverts to believe 
their lives are meaningful. It is obviously not feasible to examine all potential 
sources of meaning in a single chapter. Instead, the discussion in the next sec-
tion places an emphasis on two specifi c sources primarily because the theoret-
ical rationale for linking them with meaning is compelling and because they 
are especially relevant for the study of older people. Th ese sources of meaning 
are social relationships and religion.

Social Relationships and Meaning Among Older Adults

In her insightful work on the sources of meaning in life, Debats (1999) points 
out that personal relationships are the most frequent source of meaning in life. 
Similar views are expressed by King (2004), who argues that people oft en fi nd 
signifi cant meaning in the relationships they forge with others. Th ese obser-
vations are consistent with longstanding sociological precepts, which specify 
that instead of arising from within the individual, a sense of meaning is a 
social product that emerges during the process of interacting with signifi cant 
others. Th e essence of this perspective was captured some time ago by Berger 
and Pullberg (1965), who noted, “Now the human enterprise of producing the 
world is not comprehensible as an individual project. Rather, it is a social pro-
cess: men together engage in constructing a world, which then becomes a com-
mon dwelling. Indeed, since sociality is a necessary element of human being, 
the process of world production is necessarily a social one” (p. 201; empha-
sis in the original). Similar views are expressed by Baumeister (1991), who 
observes that “although life’s meaning is quintessentially personal and indi-
vidual, meaning itself is fundamentally social. Without culture— including 
language, value, and personal relationships—life could not have much in the 
way of meaning” (p. 9).

Although social relationships may be an important source of meaning 
for individuals of all ages, there is some evidence they may be especially 
important in late life. In order to see why this may be so, it is helpful to 
turn to Carstensen’s (1992) theory of socioemotional selectivity. According 
to this perspective, as people go through late life, they become increas-
ingly aware they have relatively little time left  to live. Th is prompts a shift  
in the nature of the social relationships they try to maintain. In particular, 
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older adults develop a greater preference for emotionally meaningful social 
relationships and they disengage from more peripheral social ties. Recall 
that a similar age-related shift  in relationship preferences was posited by 
Tornstam (1997). Th e shift  toward deeper and more emotionally close rela-
tionships in the work of Carstensen (1992) and Tornstam (1997) is espe-
cially relevant for the study of meaning in life because it seems unlikely 
that older people would be willing to discuss deeply personal issues involv-
ing meaning in life with casual acquaintances. Instead, such discussions 
are more likely to take place in the safety of more intimate social relation-
ships. Taken as a whole, this research suggests that if deep personal rela-
tionships are an important source of meaning and if close personal ties 
become increasingly important with age, then greater insight into the ori-
gin of meaning in late life should be found by studying the social ties that 
are maintained by older people. 

Although signifi cant others may be an important source of meaning in life, 
it is not clear precisely what social network members do to help older people 
fi nd a sense of meaning in life. Deriving a sense of meaning is oft en hard 
work because it requires a good deal of insight, persistence, introspection, and 
the ability to grapple with abstract issues. As a result, it is not surprising to 
fi nd that older people turn to trusted others to verify their own conclusions 
about meaning in their lives, learn from similar experiences of signifi cant 
social network members, and rely on close others to help them sort through 
diffi  cult issues. 

Th e proposition that social support is an important source of meaning in 
life, therefore, makes a good deal of sense, but evaluating this relationship 
empirically is not as simple as it may seem because researchers have known 
for some time that social relationships comprise a complex, multidimensional 
domain (Krause, 2006). As a result, it is diffi  cult to know which specifi c type or 
dimension of social relationships plays the most important role in the mean-
ing-making process. Unfortunately, there has been relatively little empirical 
research on the interface between multiple dimensions of social relationships 
and meaning in life, especially with samples composed of older people.

A recent study by Krause (2007b) represents one of the fi rst attempts to 
evaluate the impact of multiple measures of social ties on change in meaning 
during late life. Th ree key components of social relationships were examined 
in this study: Enacted support, negative interaction, and anticipated support. 
Enacted support is defi ned as the actual provision of emotional, tangible, and 
informational assistance by family members and close friends (Barrera, 1986). 
In contrast, negative interaction is defi ned as unpleasant social encounters 
that are characterized by disagreements, criticism, rejection, and the invasion 
of privacy (Rook, 1984). Excessive helping as well as ineff ective helping are 
sometimes included under the broad rubric of negative interaction as well. 
Finally, anticipated support is a subjective measure that refl ects the belief that 
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signifi cant others will provide assistance in the future should the need arise 
(Wethington & Kessler, 1986).

Th ese three dimensions of social relationships were included in the study 
by Krause (2007b) for the following reasons. First, when social network 
members provide enacted support, they are doing much more than giving 
emotional, tangible, and informational help. In the process, more subtle 
messages are conveyed to the support recipient. In particular, enacted sup-
port makes older support recipients feel they are valued and esteemed, and 
this feeling helps them believe they have a set place in the wider social order. 
Simply put, receiving support from signifi cant others makes older people 
feel they belong. Carrier (1965) captured the essence of this construct when 
he observed that the person who feels he belongs “sees himself as taking 
part in his group; he identifi es with it, he participates in it, he receives moti-
vation from it; in a word, he is in a state or disposition of interaction with 
the group, which understands, inspires, and welcomes him” (p. 58). Being 
included in a larger, welcoming group imbues life with a sense of order and 
purpose and, in the process, helps older people fi nd a deeper sense of mean-
ing in life.

If positive exchanges bolster a sense of meaning in life, then perhaps nega-
tive interaction erodes or compromises the process of meaning making in late 
life. Some insight into this issue may be found by turning to the basic tenets 
of expectancy theory (Olson, Roese, & Zanna, 1996). Cast within the con-
text of social interaction, expectancies are beliefs about how other people will 
think, feel, and act in the future. Th ese expectancies are important because 
social interaction would be diffi  cult unless people believe they can predict 
what others will do. As Rook and Pietromonaco (1987) point out, most indi-
viduals encounter more positive than negative exchanges during the course 
of daily life. Th is positive interaction creates the impression (i.e., the expec-
tancy) that social relationships will continue on a positive course. But when 
negative interaction is encountered instead, it can shatter these expectancies, 
oft en stunning the recipient. As Olson, Roese, and Zanna (1996) observe, 
dis confi rmation of expectancies can be a signifi cant source of psychological 
distress. But it may do more than this. Th e expectancies surrounding social 
relationships provide a sense that the social world is an orderly and predict-
able place. When negative interaction arises, these key expectancies can be 
dispelled. As well, the resulting loss of predictability and order may threaten 
an older person’s sense of meaning in life. 

As discussed earlier, having plans and goals for the future is an important 
component of meaning. Older people are likely to feel more confi dent about 
their ability to attain their goals and plans if they believe that social network 
members stand ready to help should the need arise. It is for this reason that a 
strong sense of anticipated support should be an important source of meaning 
in late life.
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Th ree major fi ndings emerged from the longitudinal study by Krause 
(2007b). First, the data suggest that greater anticipated support at the base-
line interview is associated with an increase in meaning over time. Enacted 
support also had a benefi cial eff ect on meaning in life, but this eff ect oper-
ates indirectly through anticipated support. More specifi cally, the fi ndings 
reveal that greater enacted support is associated with more anticipated sup-
port and that greater anticipated support, in turn, tends to bolster an older 
person’s sense of meaning over time. Finally, the results involving negative 
interaction were complex. In particular, the fi ndings indicate that more 
negative interaction is associated with a diminished sense of meaning at 
the baseline survey, but similar eff ects on change in meaning over time fail 
to emerge from the data. Taken as a whole, these results confi rm that social 
relationships do, indeed, infl uence meaning in life and do so in a number of 
diff erent ways.

Religion and Meaning in Late Life

A number of investigators have argued that one of the primary functions 
of religion is to help people fi nd a sense of meaning in life (e.g., Baumeister, 
1991; Park, 2005; Spilka, Hood, Hunsberger, & Gorsuch, 2003). Cooley (1927) 
highlighted this vitally important function of religion when he posed the 
following question: “In what sense is faith an impulse in human nature? In 
the sense that we need to respect our own endeavors, and hence to believe 
in something that will give reality and meaning to them” (p. 230). A similar 
observation was made by Clark (1958), who noted that “religion more than 
any other human function satisfi es the need for meaning in life” (p. 419; see 
also Pargament, 1997).

Religion may be an especially important factor to study in the genesis of 
meaning in late life because research consistently shows that older adults are 
more deeply involved in religion than are younger people. For example, this 
work suggests that compared to younger people, older adults attend church 
more oft en, read the Bible more frequently, pray more oft en, and are more 
likely to believe that religion is very important in their lives (Barna, 2002; 
Gallup & Lindsay, 1999). If religion is an important source of meaning in life 
and if older people are more deeply involved in religion than younger people, 
it follows that the meaning-making function of religion should be especially 
evident in late life.

If religion helps older people fi nd a sense of meaning in life, then it is impor-
tant to learn more about how this happens. However, research on this issue 
is complicated by the fact that religion is a complex conceptual domain that 
encompasses a number of diff erent factors. For example, the Fetzer Institute, 
National Institute on Aging Working Group (1999) identifi ed 12 main dimen-
sions of religion. As a result, it is diffi  cult to know which aspects of religion 
play a role in helping older people fi nd a sense of meaning in life. Although a 
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number of factors are likely to come into play, the purpose of the discussion 
in this section is to argue that social relationships that arise in the church may 
have something to do with it. 

Th eoretical justifi cation for the notion that social relationships in the 
church are a potentially important source of meaning comes from two 
sources. Th e fi rst is found in Berger’s widely cited volume Th e Sacred Canopy 
(1967). In this work, Berger argues that a sense of meaning in life, or nomos, 
is “built up in the consciousness of the individual by conversation with sig-
nifi cant others” (p. 16). Similar views are found in the comprehensive theory 
of religion that was devised by Stark and Finke (2000). Th e notion of reli-
gious explanations fi gures prominently in their work. Religious explanations 
are religious models of reality, or religious worldviews, that are designed 
to guide thoughts and infl uence behavior. As this defi nition reveals, there 
appears to be a good deal of conceptual overlap between religious explana-
tions and meaning in life. Consistent with the observations of Berger (1967), 
these investigators propose that religious meaning arises from interaction 
with fellow believers. More specifi cally, Stark and Finke (2000) argue, “An 
individual’s confi dence in religious explanations is strengthened to the extent 
that others express their confi dence in them” (p. 107). Taken together, the 
insights provided by Berger (1967) and Stark and Finke (2000) suggest that if 
the purpose of religion is to help people fi nd a sense of meaning in life, then 
this goal is achieved to a signifi cant extent through social interaction with 
like-minded religious others. 

Th e interface between church-based social relationships and a religious 
sense of meaning in life was investigated recently by Krause (2008). Before 
turning to the substantive issues and fi ndings from this study, however, it 
is important to briefl y discuss how meaning was measured. Th is research 
focused specifi cally on religious meaning, which is defi ned as the process of 
turning to religion in an eff ort to fi nd a sense of purpose in life, a sense of 
direction, and a sense that there is a reason for one’s existence. Th e diff erence 
between religious meaning and a general sense of meaning in life is perhaps 
best illustrated by turning to the way these constructs have been measured. 
Wong (1998) created a scale called the Personal Meaning Profi le. Th is index 
contains the following item that refl ects a general sense of meaning in life: “I 
have a purpose and direction in life.” In contrast, the religious meaning scale 
derived by Krause (2008) contains the following counterpart to this indica-
tor: “My faith gives me a sense of direction in life.” If the goal of a study is to 
show that social relationships in the church infl uence meaning, then it makes 
sense to focus on measures that specifi cally refl ect a religiously based sense of 
meaning in life.

Two types of church-based support were examined in the longitudinal sur-
vey by Krause (2008). Th e fi rst was spiritual support. Th is support is defi ned 
as assistance that is provided in order to increase the religious commitment, 
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beliefs, and behavior of a fellow church member. Th is type of support may 
be provided in a number of ways. For example, people at church may share 
their own religious experiences with fellow church members, or they may 
show them how to apply religious principles in daily life. If a core function of 
religion is to promote a sense of meaning in life and if fellow church members 
encourage each other to adopt religious teachings and beliefs, then it seems 
likely that spiritual support from coreligionists should be an important source 
of religious meaning in life.

Th e second type of support that was examined in the study by Krause 
(2008) is emotional support from fellow church members. In contrast to spiri-
tual support, explicit religious overtones are less evident in this type of assis-
tance. Instead, emotional support involves the provision of a more general 
sense of empathy, caring, love, and trust. Th ere were two reasons for including 
this type of support in the study. First, this type of assistance was examined 
because research conducted in secular settings revealed that emotional sup-
port from family members and close friends is associated with a greater sense 
of meaning in life (Krause, 2004). Second, church-based emotional support is 
important because it helps people appreciate how the ties they have developed 
with others integrate them into a larger social whole (i.e., the church), thereby 
fostering a sense of belonging, purpose, and ultimately, meaning in life.

Th e fi ndings from the study by Krause (2008) suggest that emotional and 
spiritual support from fellow church members both tend to bolster a sense of 
religious meaning in late life. But of the two, spiritual support appears to exert 
the strongest eff ect. 

Taken as a whole, a common theme cuts across the research that has been 
reviewed on the sources of meaning in late life. In particular, the data suggest 
that in secular as well as religious settings, signifi cant others play an impor-
tant role in helping older people derive a sense of meaning. 

Meaning in Life and the Stress Process

Knowing how a sense of meaning arises is important, but by itself that knowl-
edge does not go far enough because a deeper understanding requires that 
careful attention be paid to how sense of meaning functions as well. Although 
meaning may infl uence an older person’s quality of life in a number of ways, 
the discussion in this section focuses on the potentially important health-
enhancing function of meaning. Th is is an important issue because research 
consistently shows that older adults consume a disproportionately large 
amount of the nation’s health care resources (U.S. Department of Health and 
Human Services, 2004). Knowing the factors that infl uence health in late life 
may, therefore, form the basis for devising interventions aimed at containing 
rapidly escalating health care costs.

A small but rapidly growing body of research suggests that people who 
have developed a deep sense of meaning in life tend to enjoy better physical 



Meaning in Life and Healthy Aging • 423

health (Krause, 2004; Parquart, 2002) and better mental health (Krause, 
2007a; Nygren et al., 2005; Reker, 1997) than do individuals who have not been 
able to fi nd that life is meaningful. It is not entirely evident, however, how the 
potential health-related benefi ts of meaning arise. Although there are likely to 
be a number of important mechanisms, one is of special interest in the current 
chapter. More specifi cally, this chapter later examines research that suggests 
that meaning in life enhances older people’s sense of health and well-being 
because it helps them cope more eff ectively with the stressful events in their 
lives. But as this discussion will reveal, the interface between stress and mean-
ing is complex, and a better understanding of it requires that three closely 
related issues be considered carefully. When viewed together, these issues 
depict a process that unfolds over time. Th e fi rst issue deals with the notion 
that the deleterious eff ects of stress arise, in part, because stress tends to erode 
an older person’s sense of meaning in life. Th e second issue specifi es that when 
stress creates defi cits in meaning, older people turn to signifi cant others who 
help them regain the sense that their lives have meaning. Once this restoration 
of meaning has been accomplished, the third issue is concerned with how a 
renewed sense of meaning in life acts as a potent coping resource that off sets 
or buff ers the pernicious eff ects of stressful life events.

Researchers have known for some time that stressful experiences can erode 
a person’s sense of meaning in life. Evidence of this may be found, for example, 
in Janoff -Bulman’s (1992) well-known volume Shattered Assumptions. In this 
work, Janoff -Bulman maintains that signifi cant life events shatter individuals’ 
belief that the world is a meaningful place by violating their sense of trust and 
leading them to question whether the world is a benevolent and just place. 

Further evidence that stress may erode a sense of meaning in life is pro-
vided by Krause (2004). He shows how undesirable life events tend to erode 
the major components of meaning that were reviewed earlier. More specifi -
cally, Krause (2004) maintains that the occurrence of an unwanted event in 
life (e.g., a divorce, the loss of a job) oft en signals a person’s inability to success-
fully comply with key role expectations and norms. As a result, the stressor 
may sever the link between the individual and the values he or she regard 
highly. Stress may also deprive people of a sense of purpose because their 
inability to fulfi ll role obligations may make them feel they no longer fi t into 
the wider social order that previously embraced them, for they are no longer 
contributing to it. Krause (2004) further argues that stressors may force older 
people to admit that goals to which they previously aspired are either no lon-
ger attainable or, at the very least, diffi  cult to reach, thereby depriving them 
of the social compass that energizes the present, fi lls them with hope, and 
illuminates the path into the future. Finally, stress may complicate the process 
of appraising and evaluating the past because it presents older people with 
undeniable evidence of their inability to pursue the path they hoped their 
lives would take.
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Although stress may deplete an older person’s sense of meaning in life, 
research further reveals that many individuals do not respond to unpleas-
ant life events in a passive way. Instead, many older adults take active steps 
to set things right by seeking assistance from close others (Eckenrode & 
Wethington, 1990). Although family members and close friends may help 
older people deal with stress in a number of ways, at least part of their sup-
portive eff orts may be focused on helping an older adult fi nd a renewed sense 
of meaning in life. Krause (2004) suggests several ways in which this may 
happen. For example, signifi cant others may help restore a sense of meaning 
in life by reminding a stressed elder that many other people are also unable to 
live up to their values and that it is still possible to get back on track by pur-
suing cherished values with a renewed sense of commitment and dedication. 
In addition, as Frankl (1946/1984) pointed out, signifi cant others may help 
stress victims fi nd a new sense of purpose in their suff ering by helping them 
see that adversity is oft en necessary for personal development. Moreover, 
close social network members may help stressed elders rediscover, renew, 
and reestablish goals and plans by helping them develop a clear sense of what 
needs to be done next to confront the stressor and restore a sense of balance 
in life (Caplan, 1981). Finally, support providers may help older adults work 
through and reconcile disappointments associated with unwanted events. By 
listening to and advising elders as they process and work through their prob-
lems, signifi cant others may help them reconcile things that have happened 
in the past.

Preliminary support for the notion that signifi cant others may replenish a 
sense of meaning that has been diminished by stressful life events is provided 
by Krause (2004). His research suggests that even though stress tends to erode 
a sense of meaning in life, high levels of emotional support from family mem-
bers and close friends completely off set these noxious eff ects by restoring and 
maintaining an older person’s sense of meaning in life. 

Having one’s sense of meaning restored with the help of signifi cant oth-
ers is important because researchers have argued for some time that a strong 
sense of meaning in life is a potent antidote that buff ers the noxious eff ects of 
stress on physical and mental health. Th e intellectual roots of this perspective 
may be found in Frankl’s (1946/1984) research. He maintains that “suff ering 
ceases to be suff ering at the moment it fi nds a meaning” (p. 135). Instead of 
arguing that meaning is merely one of several useful coping resources, Frankl 
(1946/1984) argued that it may be the most important of all: “Th ere is noth-
ing in the world, I would venture to say, that would so eff ectively help one 
survive even the worst conditions as the knowledge that there is meaning in 
one’s life” (p. 126). A strikingly similar view was expressed by Carl Jung. He 
maintained that “suff ering that is not understood is hard to bear, while on the 
other hand it is oft en astounding to see how much a person can endure when 
he understands the why and the wherefore. A philosophical or religious view 
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of the world enables him to do this, and such views prove to be, at the very 
least, psychic methods of healing if not salvation” (as quoted in Jacobi & Hull, 
1953, p. 252). 

Unfortunately, neither Frankl (1946/1884) nor Jung (Jacobi & Hull, 1953) 
provided fully articulated models that specify precisely how a sense of mean-
ing in life helps people cope more eff ectively with stress. In fact, this gap 
in the knowledge base is still evident today. As Park and Folkman (1997) 
point out, “Th e whole area of meaning is currently poorly understood and 
not well-integrated with other mainstream approaches to stress and coping” 
(p. 116). Fortunately, Park and Folkman provide a number of useful theoreti-
cal insights into the potential stress-buff ering properties of meaning in life. 
Although it is not possible to review all the mechanisms they discuss, three 
that are especially important are discussed next. Th e fi rst involves the way 
in which a strong sense of meaning helps people feel they have experienced 
personal growth in the face of adversity, the second arises from benefi ts that 
are enjoyed by people who have found a sense of meaning through religion, 
and the third has to do with the sense of hope or optimism that is fostered by 
a strong sense of meaning in life.

Park and Folkman (1997) propose that people with stable life philoso-
phies oft en perceive highly stressful situations as challenges rather than 
threats. When diffi  cult times are viewed as challenges, people are more likely 
to regard them as vehicles for achieving personal growth. Th is perspective 
is supported by a rapidly growing literature that suggests that people who 
face even the most traumatic events in life oft en emerge from them believing 
they are better off  than before the event was encountered (Tedeschi, Park, & 
Calhoun, 1998). In fact, Tedeschi and Calhoun (2004) recently claimed, “Th e 
evidence is overwhelming that individuals facing a wide variety of very dif-
fi cult circumstances experience signifi cant changes in their lives that they 
view as highly positive” (p. 3). Some of these positive changes are identi-
fi ed by McMillen (1999). He reviews research showing that adversity helps 
some people either develop new coping skills or realize they have coping 
skills that they were not aware they possessed. In addition, stressful events 
make people more empathic to the plight of others who are in need, thereby 
motivating them to assist individuals who have experienced similar kinds 
of diffi  culties. Finally, adversity may make people more appreciative of the 
help they have received from family members and close friends, thereby 
strengthening informal support networks. Finding new personal strengths 
and skills, helping others who are in need, drawing closer to valued others—
all may help off set the physical and mental health problems associated with 
stressful events.

Park and Folkman (1997) also note that the stress-buff ering properties of 
meaning in life may be especially evident among people who derive a sense 
of meaning in life through religion. More specifi cally, individuals who are 
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deeply involved in religion oft en believe that adverse experiences are part of 
God’s plan for deepening their faith and ultimately improving the quality 
of their lives. Th is belief may impart a sense that things are under control, 
and this heightened feeling of God-mediated control may, in turn, reduce 
the noxious eff ects of stress (Krause, 2005). But this is not the only way in 
which religious meaning may help off set the noxious eff ects of stress. Koenig 
(1994) argues that when people become more deeply involved in religion, 
their priorities shift , and the importance of secular things like personal pos-
sessions and personal abilities decline. As a result, losses arising in secular 
areas of life have a diminished impact and become less threatening because 
these material things are no longer at the core of a person’s sense of meaning 
in life.

Beyond religious infl uences, having a sense of purpose in life and hav-
ing goals to pursue help people deal with adversity by enhancing their sense 
of hope or optimism. A goal or plan instills the belief that no matter how 
bleak things may seem at the moment, there is still a way to get through 
these diffi  culties; and, further, that if these goals or plans are executed faith-
fully, hard times will eventually subside (see Feldman & Snyder, 2005, for 
a detailed discussion of the interface between hope and meaning in life). 
Th e importance of maintaining a sense of hope is demonstrated forcefully 
in a compelling 30-year longitudinal study by Peterson and his colleagues 
(Peterson, Seligman, & Vaillant, 1994). Th eir research reveals that people 
who are more optimistic tend to live longer than individuals who are more 
pessimistic. Th e sense of pessimism among people who have not found a 
sense of meaning in life is perhaps nowhere more evident than in the work of 
Schopenhauer, a classic 19th-century philosopher. In his widely cited essay 
“Th e Vanity of Existence,” he concluded that life is meaningless and that, 
therefore, all that is left  is “annihilation—this is nature’s unambiguous dec-
laration that all striving of the will is essentially in vain” (p. 39; as quoted 
in Klemke, 2000). It is not diffi  cult to see why persons with this view of life 
would be unlikely to take active steps to confront the stressors in their lives. 
Even though a credible case can be made to support the notion that mean-
ing in life buff ers the deleterious eff ects of stress on health, relatively few 
studies have evaluated this proposition empirically. Some investigators have 
found support for this hypothesis, but a good deal of this work has been done 
with either younger adults (e.g., Edwards & Holden, 2002) or samples of older 
people who have not been selected at random (e.g., Smith & Zautra, 2004). In 
contrast, research using a nationally representative sample of older people 
(Krause, 2007a) reveals that a strong sense of meaning in life tends to off set 
the noxious eff ects of traumatic life events on depressive symptoms. Clearly, 
more empirical work is needed to probe more deeply into the ways in which 
meaning in life may help older people cope more eff ectively with the stressors 
that arise in their lives.
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Conclusions

Th e central role of meaning in life was captured succinctly by Jung, who 
observed, “Th e least of things with a meaning is always worth more in life 
than the greatest of things without it” (p. 285; as quoted in Jacobi & Hull, 
1953). Yet the amount of empirical research that has been done on meaning 
of life does not appear to be commensurate with the core place that sense 
of meaning appears to occupy in life. Th ere are a number of reasons for 
this. Chief among them are problems arising from eff orts to stake out the 
content domain of meaning in life and devise sound measures of this elu-
sive construct. Such problems in conceptualization and measurement are 
compounded by two additional challenges. First, as Reker and Chamberlain 
(2000) observe, the content and fundamental nature of meaning may change 
with time. As discussed earlier, this changeability raises the possibility that 
meaning in life may not be interpreted in the same way by older and younger 
people. For example, reconciling things that have happened in the past may 
be a more important facet of the meaning-making process for older than for 
younger adults. But the notion that reconciling the past is particularly impor-
tant for elderly people has not been confi rmed empirically with carefully 
designed longitudinal studies that assess change in meaning across succes-
sive birth cohorts. 

A second major problem facing those who wish to study meaning arises 
from the possibility that regardless of the content of meaning, the overall 
importance of leading a life that is meaningful may increase as people grow 
older. Although evidence presented earlier appears to refute this notion, more 
rigorous empirical research is called for because current studies focus pri-
marily on the life review. Even though the life review is an integral part of 
meaning making, this process involves far more than life review. Researchers 
need to conduct studies that assess whether having a sense of values, pur-
pose, and goals becomes more important with advancing age. Th is work 
may reveal, for example, that having values is more important in late life, but 
setting goals is not as important as it might be for younger adults. Viewed 
from a broader perspective, these issues point to a compelling need to more 
deeply infuse research on meaning with a life course perspective (Mortimer & 
Shanahan, 2004). 

In the process of examining fundamental issues about the nature of 
meaning in life, more attention should be given to the factors that link 
a sense of meaning with physical and mental health. Several potentially 
important constructs have been identifi ed in this chapter, including a sense 
of belonging as well as feelings of hope and optimism. More empirical work 
is needed with these constructs. As well, a number of other potentially 
important mechanisms that have not been discussed up to this point merit 
further inquiry. Researchers have known for some time that stress exerts 
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an adverse eff ect on health and well-being because it erodes an older per-
son’s sense of personal control and his or her feelings of self-worth (Krause, 
2003). Yet the potential role that meaning may play in restoring these core 
coping resources does not appear to have been examined in studies of 
older people. It seems reasonable to argue, for example, that having goals 
(one component of meaning) is an important prerequisite for developing a 
strong sense of personal control. It also seems likely that a person who feels 
that he or she has a sense of purpose in life is subsequently likely to experi-
ence an elevated sense of self-worth (see Baumeister, 1991, for a detailed 
theoretical discussion of the interface between meaning in life, control, and 
self-esteem).

If meaning plays a critical role in shaping health and well-being, then 
researchers need to learn more about how a sense of meaning in life arises. A 
major emphasis has been placed in the current chapter on the role played by 
signifi cant others in the meaning-making process. But a host of unanswered 
questions remain about the infl uence of signifi cant others. So far, most empir-
ical work has focused primarily on emotional support, anticipated support, 
and negative interaction with social network members. But such research does 
not exhaust all the ways in which signifi cant others may help an older per-
son fi nd a sense of meaning in life. One promising lead may be found in the 
largely overlooked notion of companionship. Rook (1987) defi nes companion-
ship as social relationships that involved shared activities that are undertaken 
primarily for the intrinsic goal of enjoyment. Yet, as an intriguing paper by 
Cocking and Kennett (1998) reveals, companionship may involve far more 
than this. Th e researchers maintain that companions share mutual interests 
and make a concerted eff ort to emulate the desirable qualities they see in each 
other. But one facet of companionship appears to be especially relevant for 
the study of meaning in life. Cocking and Kennett argue that “it is the value 
we assign to the hopes and concerns we share with each other … and the fact 
that we choose to talk to each other about what matters to us that contributes 
to the growth of intimacy between us” (p. 518). Th e parallels between the role 
of values in companionship and meaning making are striking. Unfortunately, 
research on the potential relationship between companions and meaning in 
life has yet to appear in the literature primarily because good empirical mea-
sures of companionship have yet to be devised. Doing so should be a high 
priority in the future.

Th e challenges that await those researchers who wish to explore meaning 
in life are daunting, yet the payoff  from conducting this type of research 
is commensurate with the eff ort that must be expended to do it well. One 
hopes that the conceptual and methodological issues explored in this chap-
ter bring the questions that must be addressed into sharper focus, thereby 
encouraging others to delve more deeply into issues that lie at the very heart 
of life itself.
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Adaptation in the Later Years
GARY T. REKER and PAUL T. P. WONG

Trent University

Th e aim of this chapter is to explore the role of personal meaning in life in 
promoting and enhancing positive psychosocial adaptation in the later years. 
Current focus on meaning in life and psychosocial adaptation falls within the 
contemporary emphasis on positive psychology. Indeed, optimal psychosocial 
adaptation is commonly associated with and refl ects many of the characteris-
tics of successful aging. 

Four specifi c objectives are addressed. First, following a defi nition of 
terms, Reker and Wong’s (1988) conceptualization of global and situational 
meaning is described and presented in the context of a top-down, bottom-up 
model of personal meaning. Second, the fi ndings from the Ontario Successful 
Aging Project on the contribution of global meaning to successful aging in 
older adults are presented. Th ird, available evidence on the contribution of 
 global and situational meaning to positive psychosocial functioning and the 
underlying mechanism through which personal meaning promotes health in 
older adults is reviewed. Finally, an integrative model of global and situational 
meaning and its application in adapting to chronic health problems (e.g., 
stroke) and life-threatening illnesses (e.g., cancer) is proposed. It is concluded 
that a complete understanding of personal meaning and its role in promot-
ing psychosocial adaptation in the later years can be achieved only when the 
joint and interactive infl uences of global meaning and situational meaning are 
taken into account.

Personal Meaning in Life

It is useful to conceptualize the construct of meaning in life as consisting 
of two diff erent but interrelated aspects. Th e fi rst, termed global meaning, 
refers to the existential belief that life has purpose and coherence whereby 
the individual attempts to understand how life events fi t into a larger context. 
It addresses the experience of meaning and asks such questions as “What is 
worth living for?” and “What is the purpose in life?” Global meaning is the 
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preferred term over such other labels as ultimate meaning, existential mean-
ing, meaningfulness, purpose in life, or meaning-as-comprehensibility that 
have been used in the literature to describe this aspect of personal meaning 
in life. Th e second, termed situational meaning, refers to the attachment of 
personal signifi cance to specifi c experiences in life whereby the individual 
tries to make sense of that experience. It involves the process of assigning or 
structuring meaning and addresses the meaning of experience, such as the 
“meaning of growing old.” Situational meaning is the preferred term over 
such other labels as provisional meaning, meaning of the moment, defi ni-
tional meaning, or meaning-as-signifi cance. Situational meaning and global 
meaning are important constructs in fully understanding human experi-
ences. Th ey are interrelated insofar as experiences requiring the realization 
of situational meaning can oft en initiate and enhance the search for global 
meaning.

Although there is general agreement as to the importance of global mean-
ing and situational meaning, the conceptualization of what constitutes each 
diff ers widely. For example, working within the stress and coping paradigm, 
Park and Folkman (1997) defi ne global meaning as an abstract and general-
ized level of meaning that refers to people’s basic goals and assumptions, 
beliefs, and expectations about the world. Situational meaning, in contrast, 
is tied to the processes of appraisal (i.e., appraised meaning) and reap-
praisal (i.e., meaning making) and is the outcome of an interaction between 
a person’s global meaning and the circumstances of a person–environ-
ment transaction. Davis, Nolen-Hoeksema, and Larson (1998) diff erentiate 
between two construals of meaning or ways of understanding: sense making 
and benefi t fi nding. Th e former is more closely tied to the concept of global 
meaning; the latter to situational meaning. Similarly, Janoff -Bulman and 
Frantz (1997) distinguish between meaning-as-comprehensibility (mak-
ing sense of life events) and meaning-as-signifi cance (the value or worth of 
life events).

Global Meaning 

Working within an existential paradigm, we defi ne global meaning as the 
cognizance of order, coherence, and purpose in one’s existence; the pursuit 
and attainment of worthwhile goals; and the accompanying sense of fulfi ll-
ment (Reker & Wong, 1988). Reker and Wong (1988) proposed a model of 
the structure of global meaning consisting of three interrelated components: 
cognitive, motivational, and aff ective. An expanded model of global meaning 
is depicted in Figure 20.1.

As can be seen in Figure 20.1, the cognitive component of beliefs, world-
views, and value schemas forms the cornerstone in the model that directs 
both the selection of goals and engenders feelings of worthiness. Th e moti-
vational component of wants, needs, and goal strivings leads to satisfaction, 
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fulfi llment, and happiness. In addition, there are feedback loops. Feelings 
of satisfaction, fulfi llment, and happiness invigorate goal strivings and 
validate one’s belief system. Successful goal attainment strengthens the 
belief system. Th us, a person high on global meaning has a clear life pur-
pose, has a sense of direction, strives for goals consistent with life purpose, 
feels satisfi ed with past achievements, and is determined to make the future 
meaningful. A relatively large number of empirical studies have clearly 
demonstrated that global meaning in life is an important variable in the 
buff ering of stress; in the enhancement of physical, psychological, and men-
tal well-being; and in transcending negative life experiences (e.g., Fry, 2000, 
2001; Newcomb & Harlow, 1986; Reker, 1994; Reker & Chamberlain, 2000; 
Reker, Peacock & Wong, 1987; Vickberg, Bovbjerg, DuHamel, Currie,  & 
Redd, 2000; Zika & Chamberlain, 1992).

Situational Meaning 

Situational or provisional meaning refers to attempts to understand 
the value and purpose of specifi c encounters and experiences in life that 
occur on a day-to-day basis. Th e ongoing quest to extract the “meaning of 
the moment” serves as a source for the attainment of a higher, ultimate, 
or global meaning. For Frankl (1963), meaning stems from three broad 
sources: (a) creative, or what one accomplishes from creative work; (b) 
experiential, or what one derives from beauty, truth, or love; and (c) atti-
tudinal, or what one derives from refl ections on such aspects of life as pain 
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Figure 20.1 The three-component model of the structure of personal meaning. Solid arrows rep-

resent the direction of infl uence; dashed arrows represent feedback. (Adapted from Reker, G. T., and 
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and suff ering. Research has shown that individuals derive meaning from a 
variety of specifi c sources that vary according to cultural and ethnic back-
ground, sociodemographics, and developmental stage (DeVogler-Ebersole 
& Ebersole, 1985; Kaufman, 1987; O’Connor & Chamberlain, 1996; Prager, 
Savaya, & Bar-Tur, 2000; Reker, 1988, 1991, 1996; Wong & Fry, 1998; Yalom, 
1980). Reker (1991) surveyed the available literature and generated a list of 
the most common sources of meaning. Th e list includes personal relation-
ships, altruism, religious activities, creative activities, personal growth, 
maintenance of basic needs, fi nancial security, leisure activities, personal 
achievement, leaving a legacy, enduring values and ideals, traditions and 
culture, social and political causes, humanistic concerns, hedonistic activ-
ities, material possessions, and relationship with nature. A 7-point rating 
scale, the Sources of Meaning Profi le–Revised (SOMP-R), was developed to 
assess the degree of meaningfulness of each source (Reker, 1996). Many of 
the individual sources of meaning, as assessed by the SOMP-R, are associ-
ated with global meaning and with psychological and physical well-being 
(Reker, 1988, 1991, 1994). 

Psychosocial Adaptation

Psychosocial adaptation is defi ned as the process of putting oneself in har-
mony with the changing circumstances of life so as to enhance one’s sense of 
competence, identity, well-being, and long-term survivorship. Putting one-
self in harmony means changing the self, changing the situation or the envi-
ronment, or changing both. Psychosocial adaptation is achieved through the 
processes of assimilation (i.e., incorporating new information into existing 
structures) and accommodation (i.e., changing existing structures to accom-
modate new information), involving both the psychological domain (e.g., 
changes in perception, attitude, behavior, motivation) and the social domain 
(e.g., change in one’s social environment). Traditional outcome indicators of 
eff ective psychosocial adaptation include, but are not limited to, the mainte-
nance of good physical health, life satisfaction, good mental health, positive 
life and death attitudes, low levels of existential distress (e.g., fear of aging, 
fear of death, regrets in life), and a stable personality. Th e ability of individu-
als to fi nd meaning in life is postulated to impact positively on adaptational 
processes and psychosocial outcomes.

Top-Down and Bottom-Up Model of Personal Meaning

Reker and Wong (1988) postulate that a full understanding of personal mean-
ing requires both a top-down (holistic) and a bottom-up (elemental) view 
of life. It is not meaningful to talk about life as a whole as having meaning; 
life contains only meanings that are actualized through specifi c activities, 
quests, and goals. To achieve an enduring type of personal meaning, how-
ever, specifi c sources (i.e., situational meaning) need to be integrated into a 
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larger and higher purpose (i.e., global meaning). Based on Frankl’s (1990) 
conviction that the full meaning of life can be achieved only by transcend-
ing self- interests and on Rokeach’s (1973) hierarchy of values in which certain 
values hold greater signifi cance than others, Reker and Wong (1988) proposed 
a contextual model of personal meaning consisting of four levels: self-preoc-
cupation with hedonistic pleasure and comfort, devotion of time and energy 
to the realization of personal potential, service to others and commitment to 
a larger societal or political cause, and the entertainment of values that tran-
scend individuals and encompass cosmic meaning and ultimate purpose. Th e 
model is presented in Figure 20.2. 

As shown in Figure 20.2, the situational and global components of per-
sonal meaning are integrated on the major dimension of comprehensive-
ness, ranging from least to most comprehensive, characterized by increasing 
abstractness and inclusiveness in understanding ideas, facts, or relationships. 
Whereas individuals create meaning through making choices, taking actions, 
and entering into relationships, they discover meaning through refl ection on 
the givens of life, such as the existence of the universe or the existence of life. 
Each level is postulated to be qualitatively diff erent in terms of the depth of 
meaning that is obtained, and each provides a horizon or backdrop against 
which meaning is created or discovered. Individuals who fi nd meaning 
through self-preoccupation with hedonistic pleasure and comfort are at the 
shallow end, whereas those who fi nd meaning through serving others and 
transcend the self are at the deep end. Th e implication of such a hierarchi-
cal structure is that individuals will be able to integrate the contradictions, 
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confl icts, and absurdities of life by rising above them and viewing them in the 
context of a more comprehensive horizon.

Th e proposed contextual model of meaning has been subjected to empiri-
cal validation using quantitative (Reker, 1991) and qualitative (O’Connor & 
Chamberlain, 1996) approaches. Consistent with expectation, a principal-
components factor analysis of the SOMP-R conducted by Reker (1991) 
resulted in the extraction of the four primary factors. Th e factors, the factor 
labels assigned, and the sources of meaning associated with each factor are 
as follows: self-preoccupation (maintenance of basic needs, fi nancial security, 
hedonistic activities, material possessions); individualism (leisure activi-
ties, creative activities, personal achievement, personal growth); collectivism 
(social and political causes, traditions and culture, leaving a legacy, humanis-
tic concerns) and; self-transcendence (personal relationships, religious beliefs 
and activities, service to others, enduring values and ideals, relationship with 
nature). Moreover, Reker (1991) demonstrated that individuals who experi-
ence meaning at deeper levels through collectivism and self-transcendence 
score higher on a measure of global meaning and are more fulfi lled and satis-
fi ed with life compared to individuals who experience meaning through self-
preoccupation and individualism. Th ese fi ndings provide strong support for 
Frankl’s (1963) view that a deeper sense of meaning can be discovered only 
when an individual moves toward a self-transcendent state. 

Global Meaning and Optimal Psychosocial Adaptation

In the past two decades, gerontological studies have investigated growth mod-
els of aging under the general heading of successful aging (e.g., Baltes & Baltes, 
1990; Rowe & Kahn, 1997; Ryff , 1989; Schulz & Heckhausen, 1996). Th ese 
models diff er in the way successful aging is conceptualized, but there is still no 
generally agreed-upon defi nition nor is there agreement as to what constitutes 
success. Th e prevailing view is that successful aging requires consideration of 
multiple criteria and multiple adaptive patterns. 

Researchers attempting to understand the factors involved in predicting 
successful aging have traditionally worked within the stress and coping para-
digm, focusing on environmental factors, personal characteristics, lifestyle 
factors, social resources, and coping strategies in explaining variation in suc-
cessful aging. Although much has been learned from this perspective, little 
emphasis has been given to the existential needs and concerns of older adults 
that touch on issues of human suff ering, mortality, religiousness, spiritual-
ity, self-transcendence, and meaning in life. Reker, Peacock, and Wong (1987) 
have proposed that the existential construct of global meaning has value in 
facilitating optimal adaptation to life’s changing circumstances that accom-
pany the aging process. Indeed, global meaning has been shown to be related 
to a number of measures of psychological, physical, and mental well-being 
and is a major source for bolstering self-esteem, life satisfaction, and personal 
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growth (Fry, 2000, 2001; Reker, 1994, 1997; Reker & Butler, 1990; Reker et al., 
1987; Zika & Chamberlain, 1992).

In a stimulating theoretical article, Wong (1989) reviewed a number of the-
ories and empirical fi ndings that implicate the importance of personal mean-
ing in promoting health and successful adaptation to aging. He proposed that 
the discovery or creation of meaning through inner and spiritual resources 
is a promising way of transcending personal losses and despair in old age. 
He introduced four meaning-enhancing strategies that are especially relevant 
to the elderly, namely, reminiscence, commitment, optimism, and religiosity. 
Wong (1989) concluded that

at present, most of the societal resources have been directed to meet-
ing the physical, social and economic needs of the elderly. While these 
eff orts are essential, one must not overlook personal meaning as an 
important dimension of health and life satisfaction. Prolonging life 
without providing any meaning for existence is not the best answer to 
the challenge of aging. Greater research eff orts are needed to provide a 
fi rm scientifi c basis for the application of personal meaning as a means 
of promoting successful aging. (p. 522)

Study 1: The Ontario Successful Aging Project 

In the mid-1980s, Wong and Reker launched a longitudinal study on the pro-
fi le and processes of successful aging in institutionalized and community-
residing older adults that came to be known as the Ontario Successful Aging 
Project (OSAP). Only the fi ndings relevant to meaning in life and successful 
aging are briefl y summarized here. For more details on these fi ndings, the 
reader is referred to Reker (2002). 

Th e project involved an in-depth baseline screening procedure of success-
ful aging, a comprehensive index of successful aging at 14-month follow-up, 
and a large number of traditional and existential predictor variables. In keep-
ing with a multiple-criteria approach, successful aging was operationalized 
as the attainment of a relatively high level of physical well-being, psychologi-
cal well-being, and adjustment. Participants were screened through an initial 
interview by a research assistant (using nine questions) and by a panel of three 
professionals (psychiatrist, geriatric nurse, and gerontological recreation 
worker) based on questions relevant to each professional’s area of expertise. 
All interviewers completed three 11-point rating scales that assessed physical 
well-being, psychological well-being, and adjustment. Th e ratings were com-
bined to form a reliable rating score. Participants were rank-ordered according 
to the total score and classifi ed (using the median split) into either successful 
or unsuccessful agers. Th e classifi cation was done separately for community-
residing and institutionalized elderly. A total of 82 community-residing and 
63 institutionalized elderly completed a large number of measures at the 
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outset and at an average of 14 months later. At follow-up, a composite index of 
successful aging was generated using reliable and valid self-report measures 
of the presence of psychological well-being, physical well-being, and life sat-
isfaction, as well as the absence of physical health problems, depression, and 
psychopathology. 

To assess the role of global meaning in predicting successful aging, two sets 
of predictor variables were created. Traditional predictors included measures 
of social resources (meaningful social contacts), intellectual competence, and 
cognitive competence. Existential predictors included measures of purpose in 
life, religiousness, and death acceptance. Using hierarchical regression analy-
sis and aft er controlling for demographic variables and baseline successful 
aging, it was found that social resources, purpose in life, and low religiousness 
predicted successful aging in community-residing older adults, whereas social 
resources and purpose in life predicted successful aging in institutionalized 
elderly. In both samples, purpose in life was found to be a potent predictor 
accounting for unique variance in successful aging beyond that accounted for 
by demographic, baseline successful aging and traditional predictor variables. 
Th e expectation that death acceptance, a positive interpretational construct, 
would make a signifi cant contribution to the prediction of successful aging 
was not supported, although fi ndings were in the predicted direction, particu-
larly for the community-residing elderly. 

Of particular interest is the way in which the construct of religiousness 
resulted in diff erential predictions for community-residing and institution-
alized elderly individuals. For community-residing elderly individuals, reli-
giousness made a signifi cant but negative contribution to successful aging; for 
institutionalized elderly individuals, religiousness made a positive but non-
signifi cant contribution. Th e residence-diff erential predictive pattern is con-
sistent with results reported by Fry (2000), who found that religiousness was 
a strong predictor of well-being in elderly individuals in institutional care but 
not for the community-residing older adults. Our fi nding that antireligious 
attitudes and practices predicted successful aging in community-residing 
elderly individuals is contrary to what is generally reported in the literature 
(e.g., see Wong & Fry, 1998). In the current study, both samples reported 
low but similar levels of religious involvement, so initial diff erences in the 
involvement aspect of religiousness appears not to be a factor. It may be that 
the community-residing elderly are still able to maintain a stable and var-
ied repertoire of resources that allow them to acquire goals and compensate 
for losses without the benefi t of religiousness. Th is notion raises the possibil-
ity that religiousness may have its primary impact on aging well when the 
individual is undergoing a crisis (loneliness, grief) and/or is severely under-
resourced. Future studies are needed to examine the moderating eff ect of reli-
giousness on successful aging for the in-crisis as well as the resource-rich and 
resource-poor elderly.
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It is also possible that religious involvement through religious affi  liation 
or religious behavior is not enough to contribute to successful aging. Several 
studies have shown that the strength of the faith, the belief, or the religious 
commitment is more critical in producing positive psychosocial outcomes 
than are religious affi  liations or religious behaviors per se. A strong faith pro-
vides a strong sense of meaning and purpose, which in turn leads to feelings 
of well-being and psychosocial adjustment. Th e hypothesis that global mean-
ing mediates or intervenes between religious involvement and well-being 
has received some empirical support (Kennedy & Kanthamani, 1995; Zika & 
Chamberlain, 1992).

Our fi ndings underscore the importance of existential constructs, espe-
cially global meaning, in understanding why many older adults continue 
to age well in the face of diffi  cult life situations. Th is is particularly so for 
the elderly living in institutions, who are more likely to suff er from depleted 
resources, declining functional status, poor health, and multiple losses and 
who, under these conditions, face the existential question “Why survive?” 
(Reker, 2002; Wong, 1989). According to Lukas (1992), purpose in life can give 
rise to an inner calm and composure and to the perception that life is uncon-
ditionally worth living. 

Stress, Global Meaning, and Health Promotion

Global meaning has been identifi ed as a powerful personal resource that is 
importantly related to a variety of health outcomes. Th e negative impact of 
stress on health outcomes is also well documented. In the context of stress-
ful encounters, a related question is the nature of the mechanism through 
which global meaning promotes health. Global meaning may function as a 
stress moderator, a stress mediator, a generalized health-enhancer, or some 
combination of these. Moderation involves determining whether an observed 
relationship between two variables (e.g., life stress and physical health) is dif-
ferent at diff erent levels of the moderator (e.g., global meaning). An eff ective 
moderator variable is said to function as a buff er. Mediation implies a causal 
hypothesis whereby an independent variable (e.g., life stress) causes a media-
tor (e.g., global meaning), which causes a dependent variable (e.g., physical 
health). An eff ective mediator variable is said to function as a damper.

Global Meaning as a Moderator of Stress 

In a study of stressful life transitions involving housing relocation to a con-
gregate living facility, Lutgendorf, Vitaliano, Tripp-Reimer, Harvey, and 
Lubaroff  (1999) found that a sense of coherence (global meaning) moder-
ated the relationship between relocation stress and natural killer-cell activ-
ity in healthy older adults. Specifi cally, in older adults anticipating relocation, 
those with low global meaning were found to have poorer immune function, 
whereas the immune function of movers with high global meaning was less 
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compromised. As suggested by Lutgendorf et al. (1999), possible psychologi-
cal mechanism underlying the health-protecting eff ect include (a) appraisal of 
relocation as a challenge as opposed to a stressor, (b) greater use of appropri-
ate coping strategies to deal with moving-related diffi  culties, or (c) decreased 
physiological reactivity in response to a benign appraisal of moving.

In a study of global meaning as a moderator of everyday stress and well-
being (Reker & Butler, 1990), 103 community-residing older adults, ranging 
in age from 60 to 90 years, completed measures of everyday stress, global 
meaning, perceived well-being, self-esteem, and physical health. It was found 
that global meaning functioned as a stress buff er for physical health. Older 
adults low on global meaning had increasing physical symptoms under high 
levels of everyday stress, whereas those high on global meaning were virtu-
ally unaff ected by stress. In addition, global meaning enhanced levels of per-
ceived psychological well-being and self-esteem (Reker & Butler, 1990). In 
a related study of physically healthy California elderly, results showed that 
global meaning moderated life event stress for perceived psychological well-
being, but not for physical health (Reker, 1994). Finally, in Underhill’s (1991) 
study of relatively healthy older adults, global meaning enhanced levels of 
psychological well-being and physical health at all levels of daily hassles and 
life event stress.

Recently, Krause (2007) investigated the stress-buff ering function of 
meaning in life in the relationship between traumatic events at any point in 
one’s lifetime and depressive aff ect and somatic symptoms. He found that 
more traumatic events are associated with more depressed aff ect and greater 
somatic symptom reporting for older adults who have a relatively weak sense 
of global meaning, whereas the eff ect of lifetime trauma on depressed aff ect 
was almost completely eliminated for those with a relatively strong sense of 
global meaning.

Th e health-protecting function of global meaning was also explored by 
Vickberg et al. (2000) in a sample of 61 women (mean age 59 years) who 
had survived breast cancer. Previous research has consistently demonstrated 
a positive relationship between intrusive thoughts about stressful experi-
ences and psychological distress. Th e strength of the association has, how-
ever, varied across diff erent studies. Vickberg et al. (2000) identifi ed global 
meaning as a possible third variable that could moderate the relationship 
between intrusive thoughts and psychological distress. Intrusive thoughts 
were assessed with the Impact of Events Scale (IES; Horowitz, Wilner, & 
Alvarez, 1979), global meaning was assessed with the Personal Meaning 
Index of the LAP-R (Reker, 1992), and psychological distress was assessed 
with the Global Symptom Index of the Brief Symptom Inventory (BSI-GSI; 
Derogatis  & Spence, 1982). Vickberg et al. (2000) found results consistent 
with a moderator hypothesis. Among women with lower global meaning, 
more frequent intrusive thoughts about cancer were associated with higher 
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psychological distress, whereas no association was found among women 
with higher global meaning. 

Global Meaning as a Mediator of Stress 

Only a few studies have examined the role of global meaning as a mediator 
of stress. In one prospective study investigating a specifi c source of stress, the 
death of a family member, Davis et al. (1998) found that making sense of the 
event mediated the impact of antecedent factors (age at death, religious beliefs, 
preloss distress) on psychological adjustment at six months following the loss. 

In a recent study of relatively healthy older adults, Reker (2008) assessed 
the mediating role of global meaning in the relation between stressful life 
events and subjective well-being, existential regret, and physical health. In 
this study, 146 older adults (55% female), ranging in age from 54 to 94 years, 
completed measures of stressful life events (stress rating, negative stress, gen-
eral stress), life satisfaction, depression, existential regret (inner struggle, lim-
ited life, neglecting others, self-deprecation, undoing the past), and physical 
health. Using the latent construct approach and structural equation mod-
eling, it was found that global meaning partially mediated the relationship 
between life stress and subjective well-being and existential regret. Th ere was 
a mediation trend for physical health, but it did not reach statistical signifi -
cance. Given that this study was not longitudinal, the direction of the causal 
infl uence is always open to question. To address this question, reverse causal 
mediation was also assessed. A causal interpretation of the mediating eff ects 
from life stress to global meaning to subjective and existential well-being was 
strengthened by the fi nding that reverse causal mediation (from subjective 
and existential well-being to global meaning to life stress) was not statistically 
signifi cant. 

Taken together, the research fi ndings pertaining to stress, global mean-
ing, and health promotion clearly demonstrate that global meaning functions 
as an eff ective buff er of life stress (health-protecting) and as a generalized 
enhancer of psychological well-being, physical well-being, and self-esteem 
(health-promoting). A high level of global meaning not only shields one 
from the negative impact of stress but also enhances one’s level of wellness. 
Whether or not global meaning operated as a moderator of stress depended 
on the nature of the outcome variable and the general health of the older par-
ticipants. For older adults with some physical health problems, global mean-
ing buff ered the eff ects of stress on physical health; for relatively healthy older 
adults, global meaning either buff ered the eff ects of stress on psychological 
well-being or enhanced levels of well-being and self-esteem. In addition, the 
direct impact of life stress on measures of subjective and existential well-being 
was signifi cantly mediated through global meaning. In sum, older adults high 
in global meaning perceive life events as less stressful. Finding meaning in a 
stressful situation, in turn, promotes positive psychosocial functioning.
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Situational Meaning and Psychosocial Adaptation

As noted, unlike global meaning, which addresses the experience of meaning, 
situational meaning focuses on the meaning of experience. Th e bulk of prior 
research has been directed toward the study of global meaning and its role in 
positive psychosocial functioning. In recent years, there has been increasing 
research activity in the study of situational meaning per se as refl ected in such 
themes as the meaning of love (e.g., Chapter 9, this volume) and the meaning 
of death (e.g., Chapter 10, this volume); as a developmental process across the 
life span (e.g., Bar-Tur, Savaya, & Prager, 2001; Prager, 1996; Prager et al., 2000; 
Reker & Chamberlain, 2000; Wong & Fry, 1998); in coping with traumatic life 
experiences (e.g., Chapters 22, 23, 24, and 25, this volume); and in the context 
of caregiving (e.g., Farran & Kuhn, 1998).

Within a developmental framework, cross-sectional studies of young, mid-
dle-aged, and older adults have shown that whereas an overall sense of global 
meaning remains high and relatively stable across the life span, the sources 
from which meaning is derived (i.e., situational meaning) show both stability 
and change, depending on one’s developmental stage and points of transition 
between stages (Prager, 1996; Reker, 1991). Even within a specifi ed age group 
of older adults, there are many diff erent pathways through which to experi-
ence life as meaningful. A variety of sources have been shown to contribute 
to overall psychosocial adjustment (Reker, 1991). For example, Reker (1994) 
found that in one sample of older adults, having a relatively large network of 
meaningful sources (high breadth vs. low breadth) and experiencing mean-
ing at deeper levels culminated in a heightened sense of meaning fulfi llment 
and greater subjective well-being. Taken together, the fi ndings suggest that 
individuals develop personal meaning orientations that individually and col-
lectively contribute to positive psychosocial functioning.

Study 2: Personal Meaning Orientations and Psychosocial Adjustment 

Th e purpose of Study 2 was to explore the personal meaning orientations of 
older adults and to assess the association of meaning orientations to measures 
of psychosocial adjustment. Relatively little is known about the content and 
the function of sources of meaning and the meaning system that older indi-
viduals create for themselves. Furthermore, the literature has not addressed 
the diff erential impact of meaning orientations on positive and negative indi-
cators of psychosocial functioning. 

Two main hypotheses were formulated. First, older adults will be charac-
terized by personal meaning systems that refl ect transcendent, collectivistic, 
individualistic, and self-preoccupied meaning orientations. Second, older 
adults who derive meaning from transcendent sources will show signifi cantly 
better psychosocial adjustment and reduced existential distress compared 
to older adults who fi nd meaning through self-serving values, interests, and 
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activities. In this second study, 120 community-residing older adults (52% 
female) aged 52 to 93 years completed measures of sources of meaning, global 
meaning, and a number of psychosocial adjustment measures, including 
physical health, life satisfaction, death acceptance, depression, personality, 
existential regret, and attitude toward aging.

Th e fi rst hypothesis was tested using K-means cluster analysis of cases on 
the SOMP-R. In the cluster analysis approach, the focus is on discovering 
groups, sets, or clusters of individuals in a multidimensional space defi ned 
by the domains of situational meaning. Individuals are thus characterized 
not as having high or low situational meaning but as expressing situational 
meaning in diff erent ways. Th is conceptualization is consistent with a typo-
logical or taxonomic approach. A taxonomic approach not only provides use-
ful summaries of the data but also allows for the exploration of changes in 
an individual’s cluster placement at diff erent points over an entire life span. 
In addition, cluster placement may be diff erentially related to a variety of 
psychosocial variables that could, in turn, identify possibilities for future 
interventions.

As hypothesized, cluster analysis performed on the SOMP-R scores 
revealed four distinct groups of individuals. Th e cluster profi les are presented 
in Figure 20.3. Cluster 1, labeled self-transcendent meaning orientation, con-
sisted of 32 (27%) individuals oriented toward such transcendent sources of 
meaning as engaging in religious rituals and activities, preserving human 
values and ideals, leaving a legacy for the next generation, having an inter-
est in humanistic concerns, and having a relationship with nature. Cluster 2 
(collectivistic meaning orientation) comprised 24 (20%) individuals who found 

Leisure
activities

Basic
needs

Creative
activities

Personal
relationships

Personal
growth

Religious
activities

Social
causes

Service
to others

Personal
achievement

Values &
ideals

Culture &
tradition

Financial
security

Human
rights

Hedonistic
activities

Material
possessions

Nature
1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Transcendence
Collectivistic
Individualistic
Self-preoccupied

Leaving a
legacy

M
ea

n 
m

ea
ni

ng
fu

ln
es

s r
at

in
g

Figure 20.3 Plot of means of sources of meaning in life for each cluster.



446 • Th e Human Quest for Meaning

meaning in personal relationships, service to others, and commitment toward 
larger societal and political causes. Cluster 3 (individualistic meaning orienta-
tion) consisted of 34 (28%) individuals who found meaning through devoting 
their time and energy to realizing such personal potential as taking part in 
creative activities, experiencing personal growth, and taking part in religious 
activities. Cluster 4 (self-preoccupied meaning orientation) identifi ed 30 (25%) 
individuals who were primarily oriented toward fi nding meaning through 
pursuing self-serving interests without any real commitment to personal 
development, interpersonal relationships, or social causes. Although the indi-
vidualistic orientation was found to be most salient in this sample of North 
American elderly individuals, there is little evidence that one meaning orien-
tation predominates over another.

Are these pathways diff erentially related to psychosocial adjust-
ment? Th e second hypothesis addressed this question. A 2 (Gender) × 4 
(Meaning Orientation) between-subjects multivariate analysis of covariance 
(MANCOVA) was performed on a number of psychosocial variables. Age, 
education level, marital status, and fi nancial satisfaction served as covariates. 
Signifi cant multivariate main eff ects were found for meaning orientation and 
gender. Th e Gender × Meaning Orientation interaction was not statistically 
signifi cant. Results of signifi cant univariate eff ects for meaning orientation 
are presented in Figures 20.4 and 20.5. 

Older adults with a transcendent meaning orientation have signifi -
cantly greater purpose and coherence in life (global meaning), perceive 
to have more choice, fear death less, and continue to seek new challenges 
compared to older adults characterized by a self-preoccupied orienta-
tion. Transcendent older adults are also more extraverted, agreeable, and 
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conscientious and show less fear of aging compared to their self-preoccu-
pied counterparts (see Figure 20.5). No signifi cant diff erences were found 
for physical health, life satisfaction, depression, existential regrets, open-
ness to experience, neuroticism, and existential vacuum. Th us, the second 
hypothesis was supported for some of but not all the psychosocial variables. 
Regarding gender diff erences, older males were found to be more extra-
verted, expressed greater purpose in life, and were lower on neuroticism 
compared to older females.

Our fi ndings clearly demonstrate that there are a variety of diff erent path-
ways through which older adults experience life as meaningful. Th ose older 
individuals with a transcendent meaning orientation show signifi cantly bet-
ter adjustment on a number of life attitudes and personality traits compared 
to those who fi nd meaning through self-serving values, interests, and activi-
ties. Moreover, existential distress, as expressed through fear of aging and 
fear of death, was also  signifi cantly reduced in transcendent older adults. 
Consistent with Tornstam’s (1977) concept of gerotranscendence, it appears 
that older men and women who see the “bigger picture” by discovering and 
creating meaning from transcendent sources hold positive life attitudes and 
exhibit prosocial personality characteristics that are conducive to optimal 
adaptation in the later years (see also Chapter 5, this volume). Schnell and 
Becker’s (2006) recent study investigating the link between  middle-aged 
adults’ personality and meaning in life supports our conclusion. Th e 
researchers found that meaningfulness was predicted by extraversion–
openness, conscientiousness, and disagreeableness; but most important, 
self-transcendence—as indexed by spirituality, generativity, attentiveness, 
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nature, and religion—mediated between personality and meaningfulness. 
Indeed, Costa, Metter, and McCrae (1994) have noted that stable personal-
ity dispositions assist with shaping an individual’s own life history, contrib-
ute to the coherence of the self-concept, and provide a dependable basis for 
adaptation to a changing world. Th ey conclude, “For better or worse, we are 
what we are, and the recognition of that fact is a crucial step in successful 
aging” (p. 57).

Personal Meaning and Psychosocial Adaptation to 
Chronic and Life-Th reatening Illnesses

Although personal meaning plays an important role in restoring, maintain-
ing, and enhancing wellness in individuals across the life span, it plays an even 
greater role for those individuals who face such traumatic life events as brain 
injury, cardiovascular disease, or cancer. Most individuals assume that their 
lives are purposeful and coherent, but traumatic life events may challenge that 
assumption and trigger a renewed search for meaning (Park & Folkman, 1997; 
Reker & Wong, 1988). Th is process is diagrammed in Figure 20.6.

Individuals experience incongruence when the meaning they attach to the 
experience of a traumatic life event (i.e., situational meaning) does not match 
their beliefs, values, purpose, goals, and sense of coherence (global meaning). 
When that happens, the result is shattered global meaning: Th e life plan is 
disrupted, existential distress sets in, and adaptational diffi  culties emerge. 
Shattered global meaning prompts a search for meaning to achieve reintegra-
tion. Th ere are two ways to achieve reintegration: Change global meaning, 
or change the meaning of the traumatic life event. Given the durability and 
stability of global meaning, the individual is more likely able to change the 

Global meaning
Beliefs, values, purpose,

goals, sense of coherence 

Situational meaning
Meaning attached to the

experience of a TLE 

Shattered global meaning
Disrupted life plan, existential distress (e.g., Is life

worth living?), adaptational difficulties 

Search for meaning

Change global meaning Change the meaning of the TLE

Prompts a

To achieve reintegration

Experienced
incongruence

Figure 20.6 An integrated model of global and situational meaning in the context of traumatic 

life experiences (TLEs).



Personal Meaning in Life and Psychosocial Adaptation • 449

meaning attached to the traumatic experience than to change global meaning, 
although changes to both are possible outcomes.

By what processes does an individual change the meaning of a traumatic 
life event or change global meaning? Before addressing that question, it would 
be useful to fi nd a way to assess the degree of incongruence between global 
meaning and situational meaning. One approach is to calculate a meaning 
congruence index, expressed as a ratio of global meaning scores over situ-
ational meaning scores. When global meaning scores are identical to situ-
ational meaning scores, the ratio is 1 and total congruence is indexed. As 
situational meaning scores decrease relative to global meaning scores, the 
ratio becomes increasingly larger, indexing greater incongruence. A measure 
of global meaning can be provided by the Purpose and Coherence subscales 
of the LAP-R (Reker, 1992). A sensitive measure of situational meaning would 
need to be developed for each traumatic life event.

Reker (2007) developed a situational meaning measure for individuals 
who suff ered a stroke. Based on preliminary fi ndings by Th ompson (1991), an 
eight-item, 7-point Likert scale was constructed that addressed the following 
themes: appreciate life more following a stroke; have learned to slow down 
more; have a deeper appreciation for family, friends, and community; have 
become more compassionate; have grown personally; have become more spir-
itual; have not found any meaning; oft en ask myself, “Why me?” Th e maxi-
mum score on both the global meaning measure and the situational meaning 
measure is 56, the minimum is 8. A high score indicates greater global and 
situational meaning. When using both measures, the meaning congruence 
index can range from 1 (congruence) to 7 (incongruence). Th e cut-off  score for 
incongruence would need to be established empirically. 

It is now possible to determine the extent of shattered global meaning at 
any point in time and to chart progress in reestablishing personal mean-
ing as a function of therapeutic interventions. Of particular interest are 
 meaning-centered interventions designed to restore, maintain, or enhance 
a sense of meaning in life. For a comprehensive review of therapeutic 
approaches, including logotherapy, meaning-centered counseling, narrative 
therapy, and life review, see Reker, Birren, and Svensson (Chapter 18, this vol-
ume) and Wong (1998; Chapter 28, this volume). 

Changing the Meaning of a Traumatic Life Event 

Th e goal of changing the meaning of a traumatic life event is to eff ect post-
traumatic growth in which the individual acknowledges the devastation of 
the traumatic event and begins to embrace a positive posttraumatic life that 
is subjectively valued (see Chapter 25, this volume). Th is goal is achieved 
through meaning-based coping strategies that include, but are not limited to, 
(a) fi nding purpose in the traumatic event, (b) engaging in positive reappraisal 
of the traumatic event, and (c) engaging in existential reattribution.



450 • Th e Human Quest for Meaning

Finding purpose in the traumatic event may be achieved by realizing that 
the event revealed a previously unrecognized inner strength, or that the event 
heightened a renewed appreciation of life, or that the event improved relation-
ships with signifi cant others. Engagement in positive reappraisal could lead 
to feeling lucky that the experience was not worse, or to a judgement that one 
is better off  compared to others, or to simply putting negative aspects aside. 
Existential reattribution would involve seeking answers to such key questions 
as “Why did the traumatic event happen to me?” “What caused the traumatic 
event?” “Who is responsible for the traumatic event?” and “What impact will 
the traumatic event have on me?”

Changing Global Meaning Th e goal of changing global meaning is to achieve 
a renewed sense of purpose and coherence in which the individual becomes 
more aware of the “bigger picture” through transformative and transcendence 
processes. Th is goal is achieved through global meaning-making processes 
that include, but are not limited to (a) rethinking one’s values, (b) resetting 
new goals, and (c) revising one’s belief system. Rethinking one’s values might 
involve spending more time with family and friends, reevaluating ordinary 
events, or shift ing from instrumental to terminal values (Rokeach, 1973). 
Resetting new goals might involve setting realistic goals that are more attain-
able, reordering priorities, or striving for higher level goals. Revising one’s 
belief system might involve reevaluating spiritual and religious beliefs and 
practices, reconnecting with spiritual roots, or associating with individuals 
holding similar beliefs.

A renewed sense of purpose emerges when the individual begins to 
acknowledge that misfortunes in life are not unexpected, that goals are attain-
able despite negative life experiences, and that one can cope with life’s vagaries 
through the positive attitudinal self-declaration “I will survive” (i.e., trans-
formative processes). Renewed coherence may be achieved through greater 
spiritual or religious connectedness whereby the individual perceives that 
God puts obstacles in one’s path but also gives one the strength to overcome 
them (i.e., transcendence processes).

Intervention Strategies 

Meaning in life is a very personal, subjective, and private issue, particularly 
in the context of global–situational meaning incongruence. When it comes to 
intervention, one size does not fi t all. In order to facilitate changes in mean-
ing, a number of formalized individually tailored intervention strategies are 
needed. Four potential interventions are briefl y described here: (a) cognitive 
reframing with a facilitator, (b) assessment of sources of meaning, (c) sharing 
of personal “stories” in a group environment, and (d) temporal refl ections.

Cognitive reframing with a facilitator could assist with changing the 
meaning of the traumatic experience by focusing on and exploring answers 
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to such “bigger” questions as “Why did this happen to me?” and “Why me?” 
Th e former seeks answers to the specifi c cause of the traumatic event; the lat-
ter refl ects a general existential attribution. Th e simultaneous exploration of 
answers to both questions can lead to a deeper understanding, a fuller aware-
ness, and a fi nal acceptance of the traumatic event. 

An assessment of the sources of meaning (e.g., personal relationships, cre-
ative activities, and traditions and culture) that are important to the individ-
ual facing a traumatic life event may provide a vehicle for promoting greater 
involvement in meaningful activities. Engagement in a variety of meaningful 
activities at deeper levels can facilitate both situational meaning and global 
meaning, reduce the experienced incongruence between them, and foster 
increased feelings of self-worth and well-being.

Th e sharing of personal “stories” in a group environment can facilitate 
personal understanding of the traumatic event and off er validation of the 
experience by others facing similar challenges. In the context of guided auto-
biography, Reker, Birren, and Svensson (2008) have shown that the sharing 
of life stories with others, known as the “developmental exchange,” leads to 
greater actual self–ideal self congruence, greater actual self–social-image self 
congruence, a more positive evaluation of life at present, and a more positive 
evaluation of others. In other words, the sharing of life stories moves par-
ticipants closer to their ideal selves. Participants also view others as more like 
themselves, but they do not necessarily view their actual and ideal selves dif-
ferently (see also Chapter 18, this volume). By extension, it is proposed that 
sharing a traumatic life event with others has the potential to reduce the expe-
rienced incongruence between global meaning and situational meaning.

Finally, the encouragement of temporal refl ections on the present, past, 
and future in the context of a traumatic life experience may be one way to 
stimulate self-awareness of the condition and promote a deeper understand-
ing and acceptance of the traumatic event. For example, a present probe may 
ask, “What’s it like living with a traumatic life event? Next follows a past probe 
that may ask, “What was life like before the traumatic event?” Finally there fol-
lows a future probe asking, “What will life be like in the future?” One outcome 
of having the individual refl ect on these temporal questions may be to remove 
or reduce a sense of denial that oft en accompanies the experience of a trau-
matic event. Th e probes can set the stage for a more realistic self-assessment, 
one based more on actual and future actions than on emotional reactions that 
have come to be associated with the traumatic event.

Changed Personal Meaning, Recovery, and Adjustment An integrative model 
of global and situational meaning and its application to traumatic life events 
has been proposed, but is there any evidence that changed personal mean-
ing leads to recovery and adjustment? Available evidence from qualitative and 
quantitative studies seems to suggest that the ability to fi nd meaning in the 
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traumatic event (situational meaning) contributes to positive psychological 
adjustment and improved quality of life. For example, in a study of stroke 
patients, Th ompson (1991) reported that fi nding meaning in the stroke expe-
rience was associated with positive psychological adjustment not only in 
the patients but also in the caregivers. Individuals in both groups were less 
depressed and had higher levels of meaningfulness. Taylor (1983) reported 
that in a qualitative study of cancer patients, results showed that meaning 
gained from the cancer experience brought renewed self-confi dence, gains in 
self-knowledge, a new attitude toward life, and a reestablished sense of con-
trol over one’s body and over one’s life generally. Skaggs and Barron (2006) 
found that in a case study of a 40-year-old coronary artery disease patient, 
aft er a second myocardial infarction the patient reevaluated priorities, spent 
more time with family and friends, and set realistic present goals that led to 
a greater appreciation for family, friends, and community, personal growth, 
and realistic goal setting in the future. 

In the context of mental health, Ridgeway (2001) found that the narrative 
accounts of women who recovered from prolonged psychiatric disability con-
tained descriptions of how they moved from feelings of alienation to achieving 
personal meaning and personal goals. Th e women reported that they found “a 
deep source of meaning through being actively involved in a process of giv-
ing back, in helping other people who experience psychiatric disabilities … to 
begin their own journeys of recovery” (Ridgeway, 2001, p. 339). Edmonds and 
Hooker (1992) and Gamino and Sewell (2004) found that fi nding meaning 
following the death of a loved one led to reduced feelings of grief and better 
bereavement adjustment. Th e work of Davis et al. (1998) on the sense-making 
and benefi t-fi nding aspects of situational meaning revealed an interesting 
time-since-the-event psychological adjustment trajectory. Making sense of 
the death of a loved one predicted lowered psychological distress up to one 
year aft er the event, and fi nding benefi t predicted lowered distress 13 and 18 
months later.

Th e ability to maintain a sense of global meaning despite the traumatic 
event may also contribute to psychological adjustment aft er the event. In a 
well-designed quantitative study of psychological adjustment in survivors 
of bone marrow transplantation, Vickberg et al. (2001) found that aft er con-
trolling for physical functioning, stressor severity, and gender, their study 
revealed that the ability to maintain one’s belief about purpose and coher-
ence in life was related to lower general psychological distress, lower bone 
marrow transplant–related psychological distress, and higher mental health 
quality of life as indexed by measures of emotional and social functioning. 
Similar fi ndings on the role of global meaning in psychological adjustment 
(reduced anxiety) have been reported for individuals diagnosed with cancer 
(Mullen, Smith, & Hill, 1993) and infected with HIV (Linn, Lewis, Cain, & 
Kimbrough, 1993).
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Taken together, the fi ndings reveal that both situational meaning and 
global meaning play an important role in the recovery and adjustment pro-
cesses of individuals who are challenged by traumatic life events.

Conclusion and Future Directions

Th e evidence reviewed in this chapter on the role of global and situational 
meaning in life and psychosocial adaptation in the later years clearly reveals 
the importance of personal meaning as a key factor in the buff ering of stress; 
in the enhancement of physical, psychological, and mental well-being; and in 
the ability to transcend negative life experiences. Both the global aspects and 
the situational aspects of meaning in life enhance our conceptual understand-
ing of the meaning construct, and both contribute uniquely and interactively 
to positive psychosocial outcomes. As such, personal meaning can be seen as 
a potentially signifi cant component of psychological resilience. Existing con-
ceptualizations and measures of resilience have focused on personality traits; 
the psychological dimensions of control, challenge, and commitment; and the 
use of a variety of adaptive coping strategies. To our knowledge, none have 
included the construct of personal meaning and other relevant existential 
variables. It is our view that our understanding of psychological resilience can 
be further enhanced by the addition of existential variables that include, but 
are not limited to, personal meaning in life, spirituality, existential regret, and 
death attitudes. 

In response to this challenge and in the context of positive psychology, 
Woo (2008) recently proposed a strength-based conceptual model of resilience 
comprised of three primary domains: (a) psychological (control, challenge, 
commitment), (b) behavioral (active problem solving, positive emotional cop-
ing, social relations coping, tenacious coping, fl exible coping), and (c) exis-
tential (personal meaning, spirituality). Measures of the components of the 
model are currently being tested in a large sample of older adults. Preliminary 
fi ndings on the psychometric properties of the new scale are very promising. 
Future research should be directed toward the exploration of the expanded 
components of psychological resilience and their unique and combined con-
tributions to psychosocial adaptation in the later years. 

In practice, medical and rehabilitation professionals are beginning to 
embrace holistic models of health care that simultaneously address the physi-
ological, psychological, social, existential, and spiritual needs of clients. For 
example, the Rehabilitation Research and Training Center on Community 
Integration for Persons with Traumatic Brain Injury in Houston, Texas, has 
specifi cally identifi ed fi nding meaning in life and spirituality as potentially 
important factors in achieving community integration of clients with traumatic 
brain injury (State of the Science Conference, 2007). Future research needs to 
evaluate the eff ectiveness of meaning-centered interventions, beyond those 
provided by traditional approaches, in promoting recovery and adjustment.
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I cannot change the fact that my test results came out positive for p16. 
My belief [is] that God made me this way so I will do the best with what 
I have been given and if I do my best to enjoy life and make the best of 
any situation I will be rewarded in the end.

—33-year-old woman with no history of melanoma 
refl ecting on CDKN2A/p16+ results

My religious beliefs allow me to see the future from a positive perspec-
tive. I know that I control my destiny and how I react to life’s challenges. 
I choose to be positive and do what is best for myself and my family.

—37-year-old woman with a melanoma history 
refl ecting on CDKN2A/p16+ results

I believe God sends us medical knowledge to give us an opportunity to 
overcome physical and medical challenges. To ignore the chance to fi nd 
out about my genetic status and seek medical advice and/or treatment 
would be almost an insult to God and the help he has tried to provide 
mankind.

—32-year-old woman refl ecting on CDKN2A/p16− results

Th e concept of fi nding meaning in adversity has been central to the study of 
how people respond to such negative life events as victimization, natural disas-
ters, bereavement, and life-threatening illnesses and accidents (Bulman  & 
Wortman, 1977; Frankl, 1946/1959; Janoff -Bulman, 1989; Silver, Boon, & 
Stones, 1983; Taylor, 1983; Taylor, Kemeny, Reed, Bower, & Gruenewald, 
2000; Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004; see also Chapters 7, 20, 23, and 25, this vol-
ume). Negative life events pose multiple threats to one’s sense of the world as 
meaningful and orderly (Janoff -Bulman, 1989; Janoff -Bulman & Frieze, 1983; 
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Silver et al., 1983; see also Chapter 22, this volume): Th ey may challenge core 
beliefs about self-worth and personal invulnerability, personal control over 
good versus bad outcomes, the predictability and fairness of such outcomes, 
the benevolence of the impersonal world, and, depending on the event, the 
benevolence of other people. Accordingly, evidence from multiple sources 
suggests that the joint tasks of fi nding meaning and preserving or restoring 
mastery are central, frequently interrelated goals for people managing seri-
ous illness and other forms of adversity (Collins, Taylor, & Skokan, 1990; 
Emmons, Colby, & Kaiser, 1998; Folkman & Moskowitz, 2007; Janoff -Bulman, 
1989; Park & Folkman, 1997; Rothbaum, Weisz, & Snyder, 1982; Taylor, 1983; 
Tedeschi  &  Calhoun, 2004; Th ompson, 1981; Th ompson, Sobolew-Shubin, 
Galbraith, Schwankovsky, & Cruzen, 1993; Wong & Fry, 1998; see also 
Chapters 2, 4, 8, 11, and 25, this volume). Further, fi nding meaning in one’s 
own or a loved one’s serious illness seems to be prospectively associated with 
better mental and physical health outcomes, including immune function and 
AIDS-related mortality (Bower, Kemeny, Taylor, & Fahey, 1998; Bower et al., 
2005; for discussion, see Taylor et al., 2000, and Chapter 11, this volume).

Religion is a primary means through which many people make sense of 
the world (see Ozorak, Paloutzian, & Park, 2005; Park, 2007). Religious beliefs 
provide a framework for understanding one’s condition on a daily basis 
(McIntosh, 1995) and for making sense of specifi c diffi  culties that arise during 
one’s life (e.g., Spilka, Hood, Hunsberger, & Gorsuch, 2003). As such, religious 
and spiritual beliefs and practices are thought to serve as a central component 
of an individual’s general orienting system, which helps one to understand, 
appraise, and derive meaning from stressful life events and, ultimately, to 
decide whether and how to act to try to alter them (Acklin, Brown, & Mauger, 
1983; Jenkins & Pargament, 1988; Pargament et al., 1992; Park, 2007; Wong, 
1998b; see also Chapter 8, this volume). 

Our goal in this chapter is to examine multiple, potentially interrelated 
aspects of meaning making and mastery beliefs among people receiving 
genetic test results for familial cancer, in this case melanoma. As refl ected 
in the perspectives of familial melanoma patients and their family members 
with which we opened this chapter, we seek to examine the specifi c ways 
in which religious and spiritual understandings of genetic test results and 
family cancer history may provide meaning to this experience and a frame-
work for personal and familial action. We also seek to examine the relation 
of religious understandings to such concepts as perceived control and can-
cer fatalism that have been shown to be central to how people understand 
and manage serious health risks. In doing so, we hope to illustrate how an 
understanding of religious and spiritual beliefs may be integrated with a 
more typical focus on health cognitions and coping strategies to provide 
a more complete picture of how people understand and manage serious 
health risks. 
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We begin by describing (a) some of the unique challenges posed by a posi-
tive CDKN2A/p16 genetic test result for familial melanoma, (b) recent research 
on genetic determinism that suggests that information highlighting the 
genetic basis of health risks may undermine perceptions of personal control, 
and (c) current approaches to understanding the role of religious and spiritual 
beliefs in coping with serious illness, the practice of health behaviors, and 
attitudes toward genetic testing. We then present some preliminary results 
of our ongoing prospective study of responses to CDKN2A/p16 genetic test-
ing that examines (d) high-risk participants’ accounts of how their religious 
and spiritual beliefs infl uence their understanding and management of their 
genetic test results and (e) the relationship of these beliefs to religious coping, 
health cognitions, and adherence to recommended health behaviors. We con-
clude with observations about the importance of religious and spiritual beliefs 
in providing a framework for meaning and agency among people at high risk 
for illness and off er suggestions for future research and practical application.

Psychological and Behavioral Challenges of Positive CDKN2A/p16 
Genetic Test Results for Familial Melanoma

Genetic testing for familial cancer provides an interesting and important 
applied context in which to examine meaning making and mastery beliefs 
for several reasons. First, whether one has a particular genetic mutation that 
confers disease risk is clearly outside one’s direct personal control, and there 
is nothing one can do at present to modify such mutations. Second, a patho-
genic mutation in CDKN2A/p16, a tumor suppressor that regulates cell cycle 
and senescence, confers an extraordinarily elevated lifetime melanoma risk—
approximately 76% in U.S. samples, compared to 1% in the general population 
(Bishop et al., 2002; Hansen, Wadge, Lowstuter, Boucher, & Leachman, 2004). 
Th ird, melanoma is an aggressive and oft en fatal cancer. If it is detected late, 
affl  icted individuals face a fi ve-year survival rate of only 15% (Balch et al., 
2001; Barnhill, Fine, Roush, & Berwick, 1996). Fourth, unlike other cancer 
syndromes for which there is a known genetic basis, the elevated risk con-
ferred by the CDKN2A/p16 mutation interacts with UV exposure, making 
preventive behaviors (i.e., photoprotection) essential. 

Th ese facts have several implications for patient counseling. For most can-
cers for which predictive genetic testing is available, the main recommen-
dation provided to patients who receive positive test results is to engage in 
accelerated screening to increase the likelihood of early detection and success-
ful treatment. Familial melanoma patients, however, are additionally coun-
seled to practice daily photoprotective behaviors to avoid UV exposure. Th ese 
behaviors—avoiding peak exposure, wearing and frequently reapplying sun-
screen, and wearing protective clothing—are oft en perceived as cumbersome 
and expensive. Baseline practice of these precautions is suboptimal, even 
among high-risk patients (Aspinwall, Leaf, Kohlmann, Dola, & Leachman, 
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2009; Bergenmar & Brandberg, 2001; Brandberg, Jonell, Broberg, Sjoden, & 
Rosdahl, 1996). Th us, familial melanoma provides an ideal context for exam-
ining patients’ beliefs about personal agency and understanding of extremely 
elevated personal risk for life-threatening illness on the one hand and cancer 
fatalism and the corresponding failure to practice precautionary and screen-
ing behaviors on the other hand. Further, it is unknown how religious and 
spiritual understandings of the origin, nature, and meaning of genetic vulner-
ability to disease may infl uence individuals’ attempts to manage it.

Of particular importance to questions of meaning and mastery, the experi-
ence of familial cancer patients is likely to be diff erent in important ways from 
that of patients whose disease is sporadic in nature. Our participants were 
part of the original Utah pedigrees enrolled to discover the genetic basis for 
melanoma (Cannon-Albright et al., 1992; Kamb et al., 1994). To be eligible for 
this original study, participants had to have at least three fi rst-degree family 
members with a confi rmed diagnosis of one or more melanomas. Th us, most 
participants have seen family members struggle with the disease and its treat-
ment, which can be disfi guring. Many have lost family members, oft en par-
ents, to this disease, leaving little question as to its lethality. Further, the high 
rates of melanoma in these families may lead some participants to believe that 
their own illness is inevitable. 

Finally, it is important to note that family members who test negative for 
the CDKN2A/p16 mutation also face multiple challenges. Even though their 
own results were favorable for them and for their biological children with 
respect to their melanoma risk, these participants are still seeking to under-
stand and manage their familial cancer history (Hamann et al., 2000; Hughes 
et al., 2002; van Oostrom et al., 2007; Wagner Costalas et al., 2003). Issues of 
survivor guilt and the need to provide support and encouragement to family 
members with positive test results may be paramount in this group. In addi-
tion, because of their family history, CDKN2A/p16− family members still carry 
a 1.7-fold elevation in lifetime melanoma risk compared to the general popula-
tion and thus are counseled to follow the same recommendations regarding 
precautionary and risk behaviors as CDKN2A/p16+ family members.

Beliefs About Genetic Determinism and the 
Management of Genetic Risk for Illness

To date, research on how people understand the genetic basis of illness 
strongly suggests that people view the high level of risk conferred by a posi-
tive genetic test result as immutable and that such views infl uence their 
attitudes toward genetic testing and the management of genetic risks. For 
example, Senior, Marteau, and Weinman (2000) presented participants 
with fi ctitious vignettes that described them as being at an increased risk 
for developing mild forms of arthritis or heart disease. In half the vignettes 
the nature of the risk was unspecifi ed, whereas in the other half the risk was 
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said to come from a dominant gene. Participants who were given genetic 
risk information attributed less causal importance to lifestyle and diet and 
greater importance to genes and perceived the disease to be less personally 
preventable than those who were not told the cause of their high risk. Th e 
researchers concluded that providing genetic risk information may engender 
a sense of fatalism in patients. Consistent with these fi ndings, scenario stud-
ies suggest that people are more interested in hypothetical genetic tests for 
conditions over which they would have some control than for uncontrollable 
conditions (Shiloh, Ben-Sinai, & Keinan, 1999). Th e hypothesis that people 
may be more fatalistic when an illness is caused by genetic factors receives 
support from people dealing with actual illnesses. For example, among sur-
vivors of gynecological cancers, the belief that one’s cancer was caused by 
genetics, endorsed by 54% of the sample, was associated with depression, 
anxiety, and worry about reoccurrence (Costanzo, Lutgendorf, Bradley, 
Rose, & Anderson, 2005).

Such perceptions regarding the inevitability and uncontrollability of genet-
ically linked illness may derive in part from participants’ knowledge of such 
illnesses as Huntington’s disease, for which the risk of illness among those 
who carry a particular genetic mutation is 100%. As noted earlier, however, 
this one-to-one relationship between a positive genetic test result and illness is 
not the case for familial melanoma, where research evidence supports the idea 
that penetrance rates, the frequency with which a particular genetic mutation 
results in measurable disease, depend on UV exposure (Bishop et al., 2002). At 
present, little is known about how members of high-risk cancer families think 
about the inevitability of risks conferred by particular genetic mutations. 
Some encouraging recent research suggests that individuals may not always 
conclude that genetic risk is immutable. Specifi cally, Hicken and Tucker 
(2002) found that participants who were given genetic test results suggesting 
that they were at a 30–40% risk of developing a fi ctitious digestive disorder 
reported greater perceived risk and greater intentions to take precautionary 
measures to prevent the disease than participants told they were at popula-
tion risk (10–12%) of developing the disease. Th is type of fi nding provides 
hope for attempts to increase the use of important precautionary behaviors 
among people with a genetic predisposition toward the development of dis-
ease; it is not clear, however, whether these more encouraging results were 
obtained because the risk estimates provided to participants were moderate or 
because particular features of the illness (a digestive disorder) may be seen by 
participants as more similar to preventable conditions than are such illnesses 
as cancer.

Because research on psychological and social aspects of actual (i.e., not 
hypothetical) genetic testing among high-risk family members has focused 
on its impact on psychological distress, recommended annual cancer screen-
ing, and family communication and dynamics (Botkin et al., 2003; Claes 
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et al., 2003; Lerman, Croyle, Tercyak, & Hamann, 2002; Marteau & Croyle, 
1998; Marteau & Lerman, 2001; Peterson et al., 2003; Smith, West, Croyle, & 
Botkin, 1999), relatively little is known about perceived control over impor-
tant aspects of illness prevention among familial cancer patients receiving 
genetic test results and counseling. Th e small body of research that does exist 
suggests that high perceived control over the cause, development, or detec-
tion of an illness is associated with less use of emotion-focused coping aft er 
genetic testing, as well as higher levels of knowledge and greater satisfaction 
with counseling (Berkenstadt, Shiloh, Barkai, Katznelson, & Goldman, 1999; 
Shiloh et  al., 1999; Shiloh, Berkenstadt, Meiran, Bat-Miriam-Katznelson, & 
Goldman, 1997). With respect to understanding the link between perceived 
control and the management of genetic risk, it is important to note that per-
ceived control over disease development may not be relevant for genetically 
linked cancers for which there are no known precautionary behaviors that 
would be eff ective in reducing one’s risk. Even less is known about how genetic 
test results and associated beliefs about personal control and risk immutabil-
ity may be understood in the context of social, religious, and other cultural 
beliefs about the meaning, causation, and management of health and illness. 
Accordingly, one goal of the present research was to assess such beliefs and 
their implications for the understanding and management of genetic test 
results for familial cancer among high-risk patients.

Religiosity and Health: Understanding How Religious Beliefs Infl uence 
Coping With Illness, Health Behaviors, and Attitudes Toward Genetic Testing

Th e multiple challenges associated with receiving genetic test results and 
being a member of a melanoma-prone family make it a particularly interest-
ing area for studying the role of religious beliefs in the understanding and 
management of this experience. Researchers have identifi ed multiple path-
ways through which religious and spiritual beliefs may positively infl uence 
health outcomes, including emotional pathways (e.g., reducing stress and 
depression associated with a physical illness), social pathways (e.g., religious 
groups providing social support, which is associated with better health out-
comes), behavioral pathways (e.g., religious mandates that may reduce the 
likelihood of engaging in such risk behaviors as smoking or drinking), and 
cognitive pathways (religious beliefs that may help people to understand and 
derive meaning from an illness or to change their appraisals of illness to make 
it less threatening; see, e.g., McIntosh, Silver, & Wortman, 1993; Park, 2007; 
and Chapter 23, this volume, for reviews; see also Gall & Cornblat, 2002, for 
a particularly detailed account of these processes among women with breast 
cancer; Pargament, 1997). For example, research suggests that people facing 
serious medical problems will oft en appraise the situation as being God’s will 
(Bulman & Wortman, 1977; Pargament, Sullivan, Tyler, & Steele, 1982), an 
appraisal that has been shown to lead to higher self-esteem and better ratings 
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of behavioral adjustment to illness among cancer patients receiving chemo-
therapy (Jenkins & Pargament, 1988). Similarly, among men diagnosed with 
prostate cancer in the past fi ve years, believing that one’s cancer was a result 
of God’s will was positively associated with one’s ability to manage the ill-
ness and with experiencing positive changes in health over the past year (Gall, 
2004). Religious and spiritual beliefs may also be important in the manage-
ment of illness by specifying how to care for the body, affi  rming the impor-
tance or sanctifi cation of the body (Holt & McClure, 2006; Mahoney et al., 
2005; Park, 2007), and by promising a rewarding aft erlife in which one will be 
reunited with family members. 

Consistent with these ideas, research on coping with chronic illness and 
other health threats has identifi ed religious beliefs and behaviors, such as faith 
and prayer, as one of the most frequently cited coping mechanisms (see, e.g., 
Bulman & Wortman, 1977; Carver et al., 1993; Sherman, Simonton, Latif, 
Spohn, & Tricot, 2005). However, one substantial limitation of many studies 
that examine religious coping in the context of other coping eff orts is that the 
assessment of religious coping in such broad-based coping assessments as the 
Ways of Coping Inventory (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980) and the COPE (Carver, 
Scheier, & Weintraub, 1989) is necessarily limited to only a few items (e.g., 
fi nding new faith, praying, seeking God’s help, fi nding comfort in religion). 
Further, these coping items have assessed only a subset of the hypothesized 
pathways through which religious coping may be related to the management 
of adversity. As a result, it has been diffi  cult to determine whether and why 
particular aspects of religious belief and religious coping strategies may be 
linked to positive or negative mental and physical health outcomes; it has also 
been diffi  cult to diff erentiate among diff erent kinds of religious coping. As we 
will describe, new measures have been developed to provide a more detailed 
and diff erentiated view of religious coping and the functions it may serve.

Measurement and Taxonomies of Religious Coping

As just noted, research on religious coping is moving toward a more diff eren-
tiated view of particular coping strategies and their functions. Early research 
on the relationships among religious variables and health used global mea-
sures of religiosity, such as participants’ self-rated degree of religiousness or 
measures of church attendance, which did not provide information regarding 
the specifi c aspects of religious faith or religious participation that are most 
benefi cial to future health outcomes. In the last two decades, several frame-
works have been developed to assess aspects of religious beliefs and behav-
iors that may be particularly important to coping and problem solving among 
people facing threats to physical health (Koenig, Pargament, & Nielsen, 1998). 
In particular, Pargament and his colleagues have developed a highly-detailed 
Religious Coping Inventory (the RCOPE; Pargament, Koenig, & Perez, 2000), 
which consists of 63 items divided into 21 subscales examining diverse aspects 
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of religious coping. Th is typology groups religious coping strategies into fi ve 
potential functions: searching for meaning, achieving a sense of control, fi nding 
comfort and closeness to God, gaining intimacy with other people and close-
ness to God, and achieving life transformation. In addition to articulating spe-
cifi c functions that religious coping may serve, this typology was designed to 
examine both positive and negative religious coping methods. According to 
Pargament, Smith, Koenig, and Perez (1998), positive religious coping meth-
ods are those associated with a sense of spiritual connectedness with others 
and with God, whereas negative religious coping methods suggest a less secure 
relationship with God, an ominous view of the world, and a struggle to fi nd 
meaning and signifi cance in one’s life.

Although a comprehensive review of the diff erent frameworks developed 
to categorize religious coping and problem solving is beyond the scope of this 
chapter, we would like to briefl y describe a third framework that may prove 
to be highly relevant to how people understand and manage threats to health. 
Pargament and colleagues (Pargament, Kennell, Hathaway, & Grevengoed, 
1988) introduced distinctions among self-directing, collaborative, and pas-
sive or deferring religious problem-solving styles. Self-directing religious prob-
lem solving involves the belief that it is an individual’s sole responsibility to 
solve his or her own problems, without God’s intervention. Recent research 
has further subdivided this category into self-direction because of an aban-
doning God (God has abandoned a person, leaving him or her to cope alone) 
and self-direction because of a supportive but nonintervening God (God has 
given a person the agency and the necessary resources to lead his or her own 
life; Phillips, Pargament, Lynn, & Crossley, 2004). In collaborative religious 
problem solving, the individual and God are viewed as active partners in the 
problem-solving process, sharing responsibility for solving the problem. In 
passive or deferring religious problem solving, the individual takes no direct 
problem-solving action but instead prays to a God who is seen as omnipotent 
and responsible for solving problems. 

Religious Coping and Health Outcomes

Research suggests that these distinctions among diff erent forms of religious 
coping are important in understanding individual eff orts to manage threats 
to health and well-being. In general, such negative forms of religious cop-
ing as spiritual discontent and interpersonal religious confl ict have generally 
been associated with such negative mental health outcomes as higher rates of 
depressive symptoms, distress, and poorer quality of life and mental health 
(Koenig, George, et al., 1998; Sherman et al., 2005; Tarakeshwar et al., 2006), 
whereas such positive forms of religious coping as seeking spiritual support 
and seeing one’s situation as part of God’s plan have positive cross-sectional 
relations with mental health outcomes, such as lower rates of depressive 
symptoms and higher self-esteem, life satisfaction, and quality of life among 
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adults coping with cancer and coronary heart disease (Ai, Park, Huang, 
Rodgers, & Tice, 2007; Koenig, Pargament, & Nielsen, 1998; Pargament et al., 
1998). Positive religious coping has also been shown to predict better pain 
management (McBride, Arthur, Brooks, & Pilkington, 1998) and higher self-
rated health (Krause, 1998). 

Positive religious coping methods are not, however, always associated with 
positive physical health outcomes. Among adults currently dealing with seri-
ous medical problems, positive and negative religious coping were both associ-
ated with a higher number of concurrent medical diagnoses, lower functional 
status, and lower cognitive status (Pargament et al., 1998). Th ese results illus-
trate a potential confound in much of the research examining religious cop-
ing among seriously ill populations, namely that people experiencing medical 
 crises or entering long-term care may turn to religion or spirituality to cope 
with their deteriorating health, leading to negative associations between reli-
gious coping and health status. Th at is, these associations may refl ect religious 
coping that occurred as a result of poor health, rather than poor health out-
comes that resulted from particular ways of religious coping.

Th e proposed distinctions among self-directing, collaborative, and pas-
sive or deferring religious coping have also proven to be successful in pre-
dicting mental and physical health outcomes. Collaborative coping has been 
associated with higher self-esteem, lower depression, lower psychological 
distress, and other positive outcomes in female breast cancer survivors (Gall, 
Miguez de Renart, & Boonstra, 2000) and in adults receiving chemotherapy 
for a variety of cancers (Nairn & Merluzzi, 2003). In nonpatient samples of 
undergraduates and churchgoers, self-directing religious problem solving 
was associated with greater personal control and self-esteem, whereas defer-
ring religious problem solving was negatively related to personal control, self-
esteem, and competence at active problem solving (Hathaway & Pargament, 
1990; Pargament et  al., 1998; Phillips et al., 2004).1 Deferring coping has, 

1 Other researchers have combined the coping subscales diff erently on the basis of fac-
tor analysis and obtained diff erent results. For example, in a study of cancer patients, 
Nairn and Merluzzi (2003) found that a deferring-collaborative religious coping factor 
was positively related to self-effi  cacy, psychosocial adjustment to illness, and several sub-
scales of the Cancer Behavior Inventory (i.e., maintaining greater activity and indepen-
dence, accepting cancer and maintaining a positive attitude, and confi dence in seeking 
social support if needed). In contrast, the self-directing religious coping factor, which 
was viewed by the authors as more closely associated with an abandoning God than a 
supportive God, was negatively related to psychosocial adjustment and perceived avail-
ability of social support. According to the authors, this pattern of results was obtained 
because the deferring-collaborative factor refl ects beliefs in the usefulness of God in the 
coping process, whereas the self-directing factor refl ects a belief that God is uninvolved 
in the coping process. Th ese diff ering views of the nature of self-directing, collabora-
tive, and deferring coping styles suggest that additional research on the diff erent ways in 
which people may view God as involved or uninvolved in their coping may prove useful.
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however, been associated with higher levels of spiritual well-being (Wong-
McDonald & Gorsuch, 2004).

To date, only a few studies have examined relationships among the 
RCOPE subscales and mental and physical health outcomes. A two-year 
longitudinal study of mental and physical health outcomes in a large sam-
ple of medically ill hospitalized elderly patients found that several negative 
religious coping subscales (e.g., reappraisal of God’s power, spiritual dis-
content) and two positive religious coping subscales (i.e., religious forgive-
ness and religious conversion) were associated with declines in everyday 
physical functioning (Pargament, Koenig, Tarakeshwar, & Hahn, 2004). In 
contrast, higher levels of seeking support from clergy or church members 
were associated with improvements in cognitive status. Similarly, in a large 
sample of participants aged 55 or over who were admitted to general medi-
cal inpatient services at a local hospital, several negative religious coping 
strategies, including pleading for direct intercession and self-directing reli-
gious coping, were associated with poorer physical health, whereas posi-
tive religious coping strategies were generally unrelated to physical health 
(Koenig, Pargament, et al., 1998). As noted earlier, these mixed fi ndings 
regarding the benefi ts of positive religious coping methods may represent 
the fact that dealing with medical conditions is a stressor that may lead 
to greater levels of religious coping in general, regardless of one’s current 
health. In addition, researchers have suggested that negative religious cop-
ing may not necessarily be problematic because negative aspects of religious 
coping may be a precursor to growth (Pargament et al., 1998; Pargament 
et al., 2000). 

Religious Coping and Health Behavior

Research examining the relationships among aspects of religiosity and the 
performance of health behaviors has yielded mixed results. Some large-
scale studies suggest that measures of religiosity are positively related to 
the performance of such screening behaviors as mammography and breast 
self-exams (Benjamins, 2006; Benjamins, Trinitapoli, & Ellison, 2006), 
cholesterol screening (Benjamins, 2005), and blood pressure measurement 
(Felix Aaron, Levine, & Burstin, 2003). Other research has, however, found 
no infl uence of religion or, in some cases, a negative relation of religion 
to the performance of illness-detecting health behaviors (see, e.g., Fox, 
Pitkin, Paul, Carson, & Duan, 1998). In a study of 52 unaff ected African 
American women from a large kindred with a BRCA1 mutation, Kinney, 
Emery, Dudley, and Croyle (2002) found that women who believed that God 
controlled their health were less likely to adhere to clinical breast exam and 
mammography recommendations than were those who did not endorse 
this belief. According to the authors, these fi ndings may refl ect the fact that 
individuals who rely on God to reduce their risk of developing or dying 
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from cancer may be less likely to rely on such early detection behaviors as 
mammography to do so. Th is fi nding suggests that external views of causa-
tion may undermine individuals’ own active problem-solving eff orts and 
may especially interfere with the practice of early detection measures (e.g., 
mammography).2

Religious Beliefs and Attitudes Toward Genetic Testing

Little is known about the relationships between religious beliefs and inter-
est in, uptake of, and responses to genetic testing for disease susceptibility. 
Existing research suggests, however, that religious beliefs may be negatively 
related to interest in genetic testing. Multiple studies suggest that highly reli-
gious individuals are less likely than others to receive or intend to receive 
diff erent types of prenatal and carrier genetic testing (e.g., fragile-X and Tay 
Sachs carrier tests; Sher, Romano-Zelekha, Green, & Shohat, 2003; but see 
Kastrinos, Stoff el, Balmana, & Syngal, 2007). Although more research in this 
area is needed, these fi ndings suggest that other aspects of religious belief, 
such as attitudes toward abortion, may also play an important role in beliefs 
about genetic testing in the context of pregnancy. 

Relatively little work has examined religious beliefs in the context of pre-
dictive genetic testing for cancer. Among women with a family and a per-
sonal history of breast or ovarian cancer who perceived themselves to be at 
low risk of developing cancer again, higher ratings of the strength of one’s 
religious or spiritual faith predicted lower levels of uptake of BRCA1/2 genetic 
testing for breast and ovarian cancer susceptibility (Schwartz et al., 2000). 
Th e authors hypothesized that this fi nding may be attributable to the fact that 
cancer patients oft en use religious or spiritual beliefs to fi nd meaning in a 
cancer diagnosis and may feel that they do not need genetic testing to under-
stand their cancer experiences. Th ey further suggested that people high in 
religious faith may hold other beliefs, such as greater acceptance of a cancer 
diagnosis and greater attribution of health threats to external (e.g., environ-
ment) rather than internal factors (e.g. heredity), that may contribute to a 
less positive attitude toward genetic testing. It is important to note that this 
relationship was found only among women who perceived their risk of devel-
oping cancer again to be low, suggesting that spiritual beliefs were not detri-
mental to the genetic testing intentions of women who believed they might 
develop cancer again. 

2 A discussion of the complex relationships among religious belief, ethnicity, and health 
outcomes is beyond the scope of this chapter. It is important to note, however, that partic-
ular forms of religious coping have been shown to be associated with diff erent outcomes 
in diff erent ethnic groups (Bantha, Moskowitz, Acree, & Folkman, 2007; Tarakeshwar, 
Hansen, Kochman, & Sikkema, 2005), with, for example, diff erent results for African 
Americans and Latinos than for Caucasians. 
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Method

Th e present study was designed to examine the role of religious and spiri-
tual beliefs in the understanding and management of genetic test results in a 
high-risk sample. One-year following CDKN2A/p16 genetic test reporting and 
counseling, 25 members of high-risk melanoma families completed an open-
ended assessment of how their religious and spiritual beliefs infl uenced their 
understanding and management of their genetic test results, as well as the full 
version of the RCOPE. Responses to these two measures were then compared 
and related to concurrent measures of perceived control, cancer fatalism, and 
adherence to recommended health behaviors. 

Participants

Demographics Participants were 25 adult members of high-risk melanoma 
families (48% men; average age = 46.3, SD = 14.3, range = 21–74), who received 
genetic testing and counseling for a CDKN2A/p16 gene mutation and com-
pleted both a one-year follow-up assessment and a supplemental spirituality 
questionnaire.3 (See Aspinwall, Leaf, Dola, Kohlmann, & Leachman, 2008, 
for details of participant recruitment and enrollment into the parent and fol-
low-up studies.) All participants were Caucasian. Th e majority were married 
(84%) and reported education at the high school level or greater (96%). Median 
annual income was between $60,000 and $69,000. 

Genetic Test Results and Melanoma History Forty-eight percent of respon-
dents were CDKN2A/p16- mutation-positive. At baseline, 28% had a con-
fi rmed diagnosis of one or more melanomas. 

Religious Affiliation and Central Beliefs of the Latter-day Saints Faith All par-
ticipants reported an affi  liation with the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 
Saints (LDS). Headquartered in Salt Lake City, Utah, the Church is one of the 
fastest growing religions in the world, reporting 13 million members (Church 
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 2006, 2007). A central aspect of the LDS 

3 Of the 53 participants from the parent study who enrolled in the follow-up study, 30 
(56.6%) returned materials from the one-year assessment. Of these, 28 respondents pro-
vided complete or partially usable data for the main questionnaire and the structured 
inventory of religious coping strategies, and 25 respondents completed the open-ended 
portion of the spirituality questionnaire. Although the 25 participants whose data are 
presented here constitute only 47.2% of eligible participants at follow-up, it is important 
to note that these participants did not diff er from the parent sample in age, sex, marital 
status, melanoma history, CDKN2A/p16 mutation status, baseline health cognitions, or 
baseline health behaviors. A signifi cant diff erence was found for household income such 
that participants who completed the one-year follow-up and spirituality questionnaire 
reported signifi cantly greater median income ($60,000 to $69,999) than those who did not 
($40,000 to $49, 999; see Leaf, Aspinwall, & Leachman, 2010, for additional details).
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faith is personal agency, the belief that God has given each person the ability 
to choose and act for him- or herself (Book of Mormon, 2 Nephi, 2:27). Th is 
agency allows people to grow and progress on their path toward salvation. 
As we will describe, this belief in personal agency may be especially relevant 
for health concerns because Mormon people believe they carry responsibility 
for caring for their earthly bodies. Another important belief is that trials and 
adversity, such as illness, are a part of every person’s life and can, with God’s 
help, lead to spiritual growth (Book of Mormon, 2 Nephi, 2:11–24; Alma: 36:3). 
A third key aspect of the LDS faith is that obeying the laws and doctrines of 
the Church will lead to eternal life, where aft er earthly death one lives on with 
one’s family and with God (Book of Mormon, Articles of Faith, 1:3; Doctrine 
& Covenants, 131: 1–4). 

Measures
Th e data described in this chapter were taken from our one-year follow-up 
assessment, which included a supplementary spirituality questionnaire.

Patients’ Open-Ended Accounts of How Religious and Spiritual Beliefs Inf luence 
Their Understanding and Management of Genetic Test Results and Familial 
Cancer History Participants were fi rst provided with an introduction to 
our interest in understanding religious and spiritual beliefs, as well as other 
aspects of participants’ worldview, that may be related to their understanding 
and management of their genetic test results. Th e introduction provided brief 
defi nitions of religious beliefs, spiritual beliefs, and worldview and ended with 
the following instructions: “If your beliefs and values have not infl uenced your 
experience in receiving genetic test results or thinking about your family’s 
cancer history, it will be important for you to tell us that, as well.” Participants 
were then asked three questions:

 1. “Please describe how your personal religious and spiritual beliefs 
and values may infl uence how you understand your own genetic test 
result and/or a family member’s test result. By understand, we mean 
how you think about your test result and/or family cancer history, 
what it means to you and your family, and why you think you have 
the particular result that you do.” 

 2. “Please describe how your personal religious and spiritual beliefs and 
values may infl uence how you manage your genetic test result and/or 
a family member’s test result. By manage, we mean anything you may 
have done in response to your genetic testing results and experience. 
Th is could include ways that you have adjusted emotionally, ways 
your spiritual beliefs have changed or adapted, ways you may have 
tried to reduce your melanoma risk, or practical, everyday changes 
you have made in your life.” 
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 3. “Have your personal religious and spiritual beliefs and values infl u-
enced some other aspect of your experience in receiving genetic coun-
seling and test results, seeking and receiving medical care for skin 
changes or other medical needs, or being a member of a family with 
high rates of melanoma?”

Responses to these three questions were pooled, and a coding system was 
developed in collaboration with graduate and undergraduate volunteer LDS 
consultants who provided personal insight and scriptural and cultural refer-
ences relevant to interpreting participants’ responses. Responses were coded 
by two independent raters with 95% agreement. Disagreements were resolved 
in conference.

Religious Coping Inventory Following the open-ended questions, partici-
pants were asked to complete the full 63-item RCOPE with respect to whether 
or not they had used or attempted to use the described strategies to under-
stand or manage their own or family members’ genetic test results since 
receiving them. As described earlier, the RCOPE is designed to assess fi ve 
major hypothesized functions of religious coping: seeking meaning, gaining 
control, seeking comfort, seeking intimacy, and transformation (Pargament 
et al., 2000). All items were scored on a 5-point scale ranging from not at all 
(1) to very much (5).

Perceived Control Participants were asked, “Overall, how much personal 
control do you feel you have over whether you develop a melanoma in the 
future?” (1 = no control, 5 = a lot of control). 

Cancer Fatalism Participants also completed 13 items assessing cancer fatal-
ism, of which 9 were adapted from existing inventories (Michielutte, Dignan, 
Sharp, Boxley, & Wells, 1996; Powe, 1995) and four were created by us. A fac-
tor analysis of these same items at baseline in the larger parent sample yielded 
four interpretable factors: (1) melanoma is always fatal (e.g., “I believe mela-
noma will kill you no matter how it is treated,” α = .83); (2) melanoma is meant 
to be (e.g., “I believe if someone is meant to get melanoma, they will get it no 
matter what they do,” α = .85); (3) once melanoma develops, it is too late to do 
anything about it (α = .76); and (4) one cannot reduce one’s risk of melanoma 
(e.g., “A person with a past history of a lot of sun exposure will not benefi t 
from reducing sun exposure from now on because the damage has been done,” 
α = .75). All responses were made on 5-point scales ranging from strongly 
 disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). 

Sun-Protection Behaviors For each of the major photoprotective behaviors 
recommended by the American Academy of Dermatology (sunscreen use, 
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wearing protective clothing, and avoiding peak UV exposure; American 
Academy of Dermatology, 2001; Lim et al., 2001), participants were asked to 
report the percentage of time they had practiced each precaution over the past 
six months, with responses ranging from “about 0% of the time” (1 = never 
used) to “about 100% of the time” (7 = all the time). 

Sunburns and Tans Participants were asked to indicate the number of sun-
burns they had received in the past six months. Participants also indicated 
how much of this time they had been tan (1 = none of the time, 5 = all the time). 
For ease of presentation, these responses were converted to the percentage 
of time participants reported being tan. Responses to these summary items 
showed close correspondence to responses to a more detailed assessment of 
sunburns and tans on nine specifi c body sites. 

Results

Religious Themes Identified by Participants 

Of the 25 participants who completed the open-ended questions, 22 (88%) 
listed one or more ways in which their religious beliefs infl uenced their under-
standing and management of genetic test results.4 Th e number of themes 
listed ranged from 0 to 8 (M = 3.48, SD = 2.47). Because themes did not diff er 
as a function of CDKN2A/p16 test results, we present combined results for 
carriers and noncarriers. It is important to note that these data represent the 
proportion of participants who spontaneously mentioned a specifi c theme in 
response to one of the questions, not the proportion who might express agree-
ment with it on a closed-ended scale. 

Belief in Personal Agency and Responsibility for Health The most frequently 
cited theme overall (listed by 60% of respondents), personal agency and 
responsibility for health included beliefs that God has given each of us 
the ability to choose and act for ourselves and a responsibility for tak-
ing good care of our earthly bodies. As one CDKN2A/p16− participant 
wrote, “Since I don’t have the gene, it means God has put it in my hands. 
I can control whether or not I am at high risk or low risk for getting skin 
cancer based on my actions and choices regarding sun exposure.” Similar 
responses were found among CDKN2A/p16+ participants; for example, a 
participant expressed, “I believe I am responsible for my part. Now, I know 
and I must be aggressive about checking my skin, covering up, applying 
sunscreen, etc.” 

4 Four participants indicated that their religious beliefs had no eff ect on how they under-
stood or managed their genetic test results; however, one of these participants indicated 
in a later section of the supplemental spirituality questionnaire that his genetic test 
results led him to contemplate the aft erlife. 
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Belief in Cancer as God’s Will or Plan for Individuals Endorsed by 56% of 
respondents, the next most frequently cited theme was the belief that a posi-
tive genetic test result and any subsequent cancer are parts of God’s will and/
or plan for each individual. Several participants indicated that they viewed 
cancer or a positive genetic test result as trials provided by God to help one 
become a better person. For example, one CDKN2A/p16− participant wrote, 
“We are all on this earth only temporarily. No matter what our test result may 
be, good or bad, it is all a part of our test here and part of God’s plan for us,” 
whereas another CDKN2A/p16− participant explained, “I guess genetic skin 
cancer just wasn’t meant to be one of my life trials.” 

Belief That Religion Provides Emotional Benefits More than one third of par-
ticipants (40%) listed one or more emotional benefi ts of religious beliefs and 
faith as important to how they manage their genetic test result. One CDKN2A/
p16+ participant wrote, “My religious beliefs allow me to see the future from a 
positive perspective”; and another wrote, “My religious beliefs make me hap-
pier and less [worried].” Similarly, one CDKN2A/p16− participant wrote, “If 
we have faith and trust in God—we can accept whatever comes our way.” 

Belief That God Provides Blessings and Guidance Of the 25 participants, 36% 
listed beliefs that God provides guidance, help, comfort, and love to those indi-
viduals facing problems and that God can bless and/or heal people through 
the actions of members of the Melchizedek Priesthood (the Church’s term for 
the authority and responsibility to act in the name of Jesus Christ; Book of 
Mormon, Doctrine & Covenants, 107:101). For example, a CDKN2A/p16− par-
ticipant stated, “I believe that God is a loving father of each one of us. I can go 
to Him in prayer for help, guidance, and comfort. I believe if we have faith and 
are obedient to his commandments that He will bless us as much as he can.” 

Belief That Science and Medicine Are Gifts From God Th e belief that medicine 
and science were given to humans by God to benefi t humankind was listed by 
24% of the sample. For example, one CDKN2A/p16+ participant wrote, “We 
believe that through medical advancements (genetic testing, etc.) and treat-
ments, that the Lord is helping us to solve our problem.”

No Effect or Unsure of Effect A subset of respondents (16%) indicated that 
their religious beliefs had no eff ect on their understanding and management 
of genetic test results, that their beliefs would have an eff ect only if they were 
diagnosed with melanoma, or that they were currently unsure of the eff ect 
(“still trying to fi gure it all out”). 

Additional Themes Several additional themes were endorsed by smaller 
numbers of respondents. Th ese include beliefs that the genetic mutation and 
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melanoma are inherited aspects of one’s family background just as is any other 
set of strengths and weaknesses, that LDS health and dress codes (e.g., modest 
clothing, no drinking or smoking) reduce cancer risk, that religion leads to 
stronger relationships with family and others, that an aft erlife exists in which 
one will be reunited with one’s eternal family, that religion makes one a better 
person, and that helping others is important.

Religious Coping Scale Results 

Figure 21.1 presents the mean endorsement of each of the 21 subscales of the 
RCOPE by participants receiving positive and negative CDKN2A/p16 genetic 
test results. Th e fi gure groups the strategies according to the original frame-
work developed by Pargament and colleagues (2000) that delineates religious 
coping attempts in terms of their hypothesized function. As shown in Figure 
21.1, only four strategies received endorsements at or above the midpoint of 
the scale: collaborative religious coping (“I worked together with God as part-
ners,” M = 2.90, SD = 1.26), active religious surrender (“I did my best and then 
turned the situation over to God,” M = 3.52, SD = 1.48), seeking spiritual sup-
port (“I sought God’s love and care,” “I looked to God for strength, support, 
and guidance,” M = 3.69, SD = 1.53), and religious helping (“I prayed for the 
well-being of others,” “I tried to give spiritual strength to others,” M = 3.36, 
SD = 1.43). It is of particular interest that there were no signifi cant diff erences 
between CDKN2A/p16+ and CDKN2A/p16− participants in the endorsement 
of these four strategies.

We next examined the endorsement of groups of religious coping strategies 
hypothesized to serve diff erent functions. 

Finding Meaning Consistent with the fi ndings from the open-ended ques-
tions, benevolent religious appraisal (“I saw my situation as part of God’s plan,” 
“I tried to fi nd a lesson from God in the event,” M = 2.40, SD = 1.44) was most 
frequently endorsed among the religious coping strategies directed at fi nding 
meaning. Also consistent with the open-ended responses, there was little to 
no endorsement of coping strategies that involve feelings of being punished 
by God, reappraisal of God’s powers, or believing the devil to be responsible 
for one’s situation.

Gaining Control In support of the idea that preserving or restoring mastery 
is a central task of coping with adversity, all strategies in this group received 
at least some endorsement. As noted earlier, collaborative religious coping 
and active religious surrender were the most frequently endorsed, followed 
by passive religious deferral (M = 1.83, SD = 0.92) and pleading for direct inter-
cession (M = 1.69, SD = 0 .94). It is of interest that although the self-directing 
religious coping scale received relatively low overall endorsement (M = 1.65, 
SD = 0.70), the single item “I tried to make sense of the situation on my own” 
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was more strongly endorsed than such items as “I tried to deal with my feel-
ings without God’s help,” especially among participants receiving positive 
test results.
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Figure 21.1 Mean endorsement of religious coping (RCOPE) strategies thought to serve each of 

fi ve functions of religious coping by CDKN2A/p16+ and CDKN2A/p16− participants. Asterisks are 

used to denote signifi cant differences between carrier and noncarrier family members; *p <.05, 

**p <. 01.
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Strategies in this group were also the only ones to show signifi cant dif-
ferences between carriers and noncarriers. Specifi cally, as shown in Figure 
21.1, participants who tested positive for the CDKN2A/p16 mutation reported 
greater use of passive religious deferral than did those who tested negative 
(Ms = 2.07 vs. 1.55, respectively; F (1, 18) = 6.82, p < .02) and were also more 
likely to report self-directing religious coping (Ms = 1.95 vs. 1.31, respectively; 
F (1, 18) = 9.18, p < .01).

Seeking Comfort As noted earlier, seeking spiritual support was most strongly 
endorsed, followed by seeking spiritual connection (“I looked for a stronger 
connection with God,” “I thought about how my life is part of a larger spiri-
tual force,” M = 2.50, SD = 1.36), marking religious boundaries (“I followed the 
teachings and practices of my religion,” “I ignored advice that was inconsis-
tent with my faith,” M = 2.33, SD = 0.86), and to a lesser extent, religious focus 
(“I prayed to get my mind off  my problems,” M = 1.87, SD = 0.95) and religious 
purifi cation (“I asked forgiveness for my sins,” M = 2.04, SD = 1.21). Spiritual 
discontent (“I wondered whether God had abandoned me”) received little to 
no endorsement.

Seeking Intimacy As noted earlier, consistent with the idea that a major aspect 
of familial cancer involves helping one’s relatives manage positive genetic test 
results, religious helping was strongly endorsed in the sample. Seeking sup-
port from clergy received modest endorsement (“I looked for love and concern 
from the members of my church,” M = 1.80, SD = 0.90), whereas interpersonal 
religious discontent (“I wondered whether my church had abandoned me”) 
received little endorsement.

Seeking Transformation As shown in Figure 21.1, none of the three transfor-
mative religious coping strategies received even moderate levels of endorse-
ment. Accordingly, these strategies were excluded from further analysis. 

How Do the Religious Themes Identified by Patients 
Compare to the RCOPE Results?

We next examined the relationships between the most frequently endorsed 
religious themes identifi ed by participants in the open-ended measures and 
the RCOPE subscales that received at least moderate endorsement in the sam-
ple. In interpreting this and subsequent fi ndings, it is important to keep in 
mind that (a) the sample size is small and (b) the use of a dichotomous vari-
able (e.g., endorsement vs. nonendorsement of religious themes) placed a ceil-
ing on the magnitude of the association that could be obtained between the 
patient-identifi ed themes and any other measure (Th orndike, 1978). As shown 
in Table 21.1, there are several points of convergence between religious themes 
identifi ed as important by participants and reports of religious coping in the 
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Table 21.1 Correlations Between Frequently Endorsed Patient-Identifi ed Religious Themes and Selected Religious Coping (RCOPE) Strategies

Selected RCOPE Scales and Th eir Hypothesized Functions

Meaning Control Comfort Intimacy
Patient-Identifi ed 
Religious Th emes

Benevolent 
Religious 
Reappraisal

Collaborative 
Religious 
Coping

Active 
Religious 
Surrender

Passive 
Religious 
Deferral

Self-Directing 
Religious 
Coping

Seeking 
Spiritual 
Support

Spiritual 
Connection

Religious 
Helping

Personal agency and 
responsibility for health

0 0.29 0.27 0.10 −0.03 0.32 0.27 0.31

Belief in God’s will or plan 0.35 0.24 0.54** 0.12 −0.31 0.48* 0.15 0.41*
Emotional benefi ts of 
religious faith

0.54** 0.27 0.39^ 0.28 −0.02 0.42* 0.44* 0.61**

God provides blessings 
and assistance

0.43* 0.04 0.43* 0.13 −0.27 0.48* 0.23 0.54**

Science and medicine are 
gift s from God

0.18 −0.07 0.30 −0.07 −0.06 0.03 0.03 0.09

No eff ect −0.20 −0.31 −0.27 −0.02 0.11 −0.34 −0.14 −0.35

Values in bold indicate signifi cant correlations. *p < .05; **p < .01; ^p < .10.
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year following receipt of genetic test results. Th ere are also three religious 
themes that do not appear from these preliminary results to have counterparts 
in the RCOPE. We will briefl y discuss each set of fi ndings in turn.

Points of Convergence Between the Open-Ended Religious Themes and the 
RCOPE Subscales As shown in Table 21.1, there was noteworthy conver-
gence between three of the patient-identifi ed themes (belief in God’s will or 
plan, emotional benefi ts of religious faith, and God provides blessings and 
assistance) and multiple RCOPE strategies. Specifi cally, endorsement of the 
emotional benefi ts of religious faith and the belief that God would provide 
assistance were both signifi cantly associated with greater benevolent religious 
reappraisal of their own or a family member’s genetic test results. In addition, 
the belief in God’s will or plan, endorsement of the emotional benefi ts of faith, 
and the belief that God provides blessings and assistance were associated with 
greater reports of active religious surrender, seeking spiritual support, and 
religious helping (e.g., praying for others). Endorsement of the emotional ben-
efi ts of religious faith was also a signifi cant predictor of spiritual connection. 
Th us, there was a good correspondence between patient-identifi ed themes in 
the context of genetic testing for familial cancer and at least one RCOPE scale 
for four out of fi ve hypothesized functions of religious coping (seeking mean-
ing, control, comfort, and intimacy).

Unique Elements of the Open-Ended Religious Themes As just noted, there 
were three religious themes identifi ed by patients as important to their under-
standing and management of genetic test results that were not related to reli-
gious coping as assessed by the RCOPE: personal agency and responsibility for 
health, scientifi c and medical advances as gift s from God, and no eff ect. We 
will discuss each in turn.

First, although the RCOPE includes four subscales designed to address 
eff orts to gain control through religious coping, none of the control-oriented 
scales were signifi cantly related to beliefs in personal agency and respon-
sibility for health described by 60% of our participants in the open-ended 
protocols. In particular, the lack of a relationship between patient-identifi ed 
personal agency beliefs and collaborative or self-directing religious coping 
suggests that the personal agency reported by our participants was not con-
ceptualized as coping in partnership with God or coping on one’s own with-
out God’s help. Instead, participants’ open-ended responses suggested that 
they viewed personal agency with respect to health and other matters as a 
God-given set of choices and responsibilities. Although this concept is simi-
lar to views that self-directing religious coping may have multiple forms (i.e., 
self-direction as a result of an abandoning God vs. self-direction as a result 
of a supportive but nonintervening God who has given the person agency 
and other necessary resources; Phillips et al., 2004), it does not appear that 
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the self-directing religious coping subscale of the RCOPE, which contains 
items that assess eff orts to make decisions without God’s help, captures this 
form of self-direction.

Th e belief that science and medicine are gift s from God intended to benefi t 
humans also emerged as a unique aspect mentioned by patients. As illustrated 
by the quotations from patients at the start of this chapter, this belief seems to 
have provided a strong framework for understanding and valuing genetic test-
ing and medical treatments as a way to manage familial melanoma risk. As we 
have described elsewhere (Leaf et al., 2010), these beliefs also present a strong 
counterpoint to the idea that members of conservative religions will necessar-
ily oppose scientifi c and medical advances or view the use of such advances as 
counter to God’s will. 

Th e third unique element to emerge from the open-ended religious themes 
that does not seem to have a clear counterpart in the RCOPE results is the 
presence of a subset of participants who indicated clearly that their religious 
or spiritual beliefs were unrelated to their understanding and management 
of the genetic test results or that they were still working on fi guring out the 
relationship. It is not clear whether one could modify the administration of 
the RCOPE to allow participants a chance to clearly indicate that they did 
not use any form of religious coping to manage their situation. At present, 
it seems that such participants would simply indicate the lowest response 
option (e.g., never or not at all) for each scale, making it diffi  cult to deter-
mine whether the person did not use religious means to cope, did not use the 
particular religious means presented in the inventory, or did not feel a need 
to cope.

Unique Elements of the RCOPE Finally, there were also some concepts cap-
tured by the RCOPE that did not emerge in the patient-identifi ed themes. Most 
notably, we saw no evidence of collaborative religious coping or passive reli-
gious deferral in the open-ended responses, and none of the patient- identifi ed 
themes were signifi cantly associated with any of these RCOPE strategies.

Do Patient-Identified Religious Themes and Coping Strategies 
Predict Perceived Control and Cancer Fatalism?

We next examined whether the religious themes identifi ed and coping 
strategies reported by patients were associated with greater or lesser per-
ceived control and cancer fatalism. Th e only predictor of perceived control 
over the development of a new melanoma was personal agency and respon-
sibility for health (r = 0.36, p < .08). Supplementary analyses revealed that 
this relationship was strongly moderated by melanoma history such that 
patients with a melanoma history who reported deriving a sense of per-
sonal agency and responsibility for their own health from their religious 
beliefs reported signifi cantly higher perceived control (M = 4.50) than 
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those who did not (M = 2.80, t(5) = 3.98, p < .02), whereas this relation-
ship was not signifi cantly diff erent among participants without a personal 
history of melanoma (personal agency, M = 4.00; no personal agency, M = 
3.92, t < 1, n.s.). 

Although levels of cancer fatalism were low overall, there were a few sig-
nifi cant correlates of diff erent aspects of cancer fatalism. Specifi cally, belief 
in cancer as God’s will was a signifi cant predictor of greater belief in the idea 
that melanoma is inevitably fatal (r = 0.43, p < .03). Among the RCOPE strat-
egies, passive religious deferral predicted greater endorsement of the belief 
that if one has melanoma, it was meant to be (r = 0.43, p < .04). Finally, people 
who reported engaging in self-directing religious coping were less likely to 
believe that once melanoma had developed, it would be too late to do some-
thing about it (r = −0.46, p < .03). 

Do Religious Themes and Coping Strategies Predict 
Adherence to Recommended Health Behaviors?

As shown in Table 21.2, all patient-identifi ed themes and all but three RCOPE 
scales were signifi cantly correlated with reports of at least one photoprotective 
or risk behavior in the past six months. With respect to the three photopro-
tective behaviors, it is important to note that they are functionally interre-
lated such that a person who employs one photoprotective behavior may not 
need to simultaneously employ another (e.g., someone who reports avoiding 
UV exposure between 10:00 a.m. and 4:00 p.m. does not need to simultane-
ously wear sunscreen or protective clothing, and vice versa). Th us, although 
there are no published guidelines for evaluating patterns of adherence across 
these multiple recommended health behaviors, the consistent practice of at 
least one measure may constitute adherence to medical recommendations (see 
Aspinwall et al., 2009, for discussion).

Performance of Sun-Protective Behaviors As shown in Table 21.2, participants 
who listed emotional benefi ts of religious beliefs or a belief that science and 
medicine were gift s from God reported greater UV avoidance in the past six 
months, as did those who reported engaging in benevolent religious appraisal, 
seeking spiritual connection, or religious helping as ways of coping with their 
own or a family member’s genetic test results. On average, participants who 
endorsed one of the foregoing religious themes reported avoiding UV expo-
sure 79.1% of the time, compared to 59.9% of the time for those who did not.5 
Similarly, several of the RCOPE strategies predicted more frequent reported 
sunscreen use. Specifi cally, benevolent religious appraisal, active religious 
surrender, and seeking spiritual connection predicted greater sunscreen use, 

5 See Leaf et al. (2010) for additional information about these analyses, including large sex 
diff erences in the reported practice of photoprotective behavior.
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Table 21.2 Correlations of Frequently Endorsed Patient-Identifi ed Religious Themes and Selected Religious Coping (RCOPE) Strategies With Reports of 

Sun-Protective and Risk Behaviors in the Past Six Months

Patient-Identifi ed
Religious Th emes Sunscreen Use

Protective 
Clothing Use

Avoidance of 
UV Exposure

Number of 
Sunburns Frequency of Tans

Personal agency and responsibility for health 0.12 0.16 0.35 −0.31 −0.70***
Belief in God’s will or plan 0.19 −0.07 0.22 −0.27 −0.46*
Emotional benefi ts of religious faith 0.37 0.04 0.44* −0.30 −0.49*
God provides blessings and assistance 0.28 −0.25 0.38^ −0.26 −0.44*
Science and medicine are gift s from God −0.09 0.18 0.45* −0.21 −0.29
No eff ect −0.12 −0.52** −0.45* 0.62** 0.64**

Selected RCOPE Strategies
Benevolent religious appraisal 0.44* −0.22 0.43* −0.11 −0.22
Collaborative religious coping 0.17 0.12 0.37^ −0.15 −0.32
Active religious surrender 0.43* −0.15 0.39^ −0.09 −0.40^
Passive religious deferral 0.44* −0.03 0.16 0.02 −0.20
Self-directing religious coping 0.20 0.25 0.16 0.31 −0.02
Seeking spiritual support 0.21 −0.03 0.40^ −0.20 −0.40^
Spiritual connection 0.44** −0.06 0.45* −0.03 −0.30
Religious helping 0.31 0.07 0.55** −0.24 −0.46*
Mean (SD) 45.4% (30.5) 70.0% (23.8) 65.9% (19.9) 1.12% (2.60) 16.7% (25.2)

Values in bold indicate signifi cant correlations. *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p <. 001; ^p < .10.
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as did passive religious deferral, which typically shows an inverse relationship 
to the practice of health behaviors. A tertiary split based on religious coping 
scores was used to illustrate the magnitude of these diff erences. Participants 
reporting the most frequent use of the foregoing religious coping strategies 
reported using sunscreen twice as oft en as did participants reporting the least 
frequent use of these strategies (61.4% vs. 30.6%). 

Finally, as shown in Table 21.2, the only religious theme or coping strategy 
to predict lower reported practice of photoprotective behaviors was the no 
eff ect response. Participants who reported that their religious and spiritual 
beliefs were unrelated to their understanding and management of genetic 
test results reported substantially less protective clothing use (42.5% vs. 
75.2%) and less avoidance of UV exposure (45.6% vs.69.8%) than did other 
participants.

Performance of Risk Behaviors As shown in Table 21.2, all but one of the reli-
gious themes were reliable predictors of the reported practice of risk behav-
iors in the past six months. Specifi cally, personal agency and responsibility for 
health, belief in God’s will and plan, endorsement of the emotional benefi ts 
of religious faith, and the belief that God provides blessings and assistance 
each predicted decreased frequency of being tan in the past six months, as did 
endorsement of religious helping as a coping strategy on the RCOPE. On aver-
age, participants who endorsed the foregoing religious themes reported being 
tan virtually none of the time in the past six months (3.9%), compared to 30.2% 
among participants who did not endorse one of these themes. Finally, consis-
tent with the fi ndings for decreased precautionary behaviors in this group, no 
eff ect participants reported substantially more sunburns (4.75 vs. 0.42) and a 
greater frequency of being tan (58.3% vs. 10.7%) in the past six months than 
did other respondents.

Discussion 

Th e results of our study of some of the fi rst participants to receive CDKN2A/
p16 genetic test results for familial melanoma suggest that religious and 
spiritual beliefs play a role in the understanding and management of genetic 
test results and familial cancer for most members of these high-risk fami-
lies. Further, these beliefs seem to serve several specifi c functions for both 
carriers and noncarriers. In both patient-identifi ed themes and responses 
to a structured inventory of religious coping strategies, we found evidence 
for the role of religious and spiritual beliefs in fi nding meaning, control, 
and comfort in managing one’s own or family members’ positive genetic 
test results and in providing support to others. Th ese results suggest that 
religious beliefs provide a framework for both understanding and manag-
ing multiple behavioral and emotional challenges faced by cancer-prone 
families. 
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Th ese results extend prior research on religiosity and health in a number of 
ways. First, most research on relationships among religiosity, religious coping, 
and mental and physical health outcomes has been conducted with partici-
pants who were either healthy (and therefore unlikely to be acutely concerned 
with any specifi c aspect of their health) or seriously ill. As noted earlier, 
researchers have long suspected that reports of positive and especially of nega-
tive forms of religious coping may be highly infl uenced by concurrent health 
status and associated psychological distress. Such confounds make it diffi  cult 
to understand the relations between religious coping and mental and physical 
health outcomes. In contrast, our research, like earlier work by Kinney et al. 
(2002), assessed the ways in which participants who are not currently ill, but 
who are at extremely high risk for serious illness or its recurrence, use reli-
gious beliefs to understand, cope with, and manage a genetic test result that 
provides critically important information about their future health. 

Second, we examined the relationship of patient-identifi ed religious 
themes and religious coping strategies to health cognitions and medical 
adherence. We found a few cases in which specifi c religious themes and cop-
ing strategies were related to greater perceived control over the development 
of a future melanoma and to either increased or decreased cancer fatalism, 
such as whether melanoma is inevitably fatal and meant to be. Perhaps most 
important, we found that all the patient-identifi ed religious themes and sev-
eral of the religious coping strategies were associated with clinically meaning-
ful diff erences in the reported practice of photoprotective and risk behaviors. 
In particular, all the patient-identifi ed religious themes predicted greater 
reported avoidance of UV exposure, decreased frequency of being tan, or 
both. Similarly, several of the selected RCOPE strategies predicted greater 
reported use of sunscreen and UV avoidance, and religious helping predicted 
decreased tanning. Th ese fi ndings suggest that in addition to their role in 
providing important means of interpretive and/or vicarious control (see, e.g., 
Rothbaum et al., 1982; Th ompson, 1981), religious and spiritual beliefs may 
foster actual behavioral control over one’s melanoma risk, even among par-
ticipants who receive positive test results. Th ese results join a growing body 
of fi ndings suggesting that such religious behaviors as church attendance are 
associated with such greater practice of health-promoting behaviors as physi-
cal activity and eating a healthy diet (Arredondo, Elder, Ayala, Campbell, & 
Baquero, 2005). 

Beyond Health Cognitions: The Importance of Understanding 
the Meaning of Genetic Test Results to Participants

Th ese results also suggest that there is much to be gained from studying the 
interplay of religious beliefs and health cognitions regarding particular ill-
nesses. Specifi cally, studies of psychological and behavioral responses to 
genetic test results might profi tably focus on the meaning of these results to 
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participants. As we reviewed, earlier research has examined whether people 
see hypothetical genetic conditions as immutable risks and so may be less likely 
to adhere to recommended health behaviors but, understandably, researchers 
did not assess the meaning of such hypothetical results to participants and 
their families. In the present study, more than half of respondents indicated 
that they saw their own or a family member’s genetic test results as God’s will 
and as a personal trial selected by God to test and strengthen them, whereas 
60% indicated that such results provided an important context in which to 
exercise God-given personal agency. 

Understanding how religious and spiritual beliefs may infl uence the mean-
ing that people ascribe to a positive genetic test result or family cancer his-
tory may help us understand other results from our earlier assessments in the 
parent sample of participants receiving CDKN2A/p16 genetic test results and 
counseling, such as our fi ndings that (a) reports of cancer worry, depression, 
and anxiety following genetic test reporting and counseling were generally low 
and (b) acceptance and religious coping were the most frequently endorsed 
ways of coping with genetic test results one month following genetic test 
reporting and counseling (Aspinwall, Taber, Leaf, Kohlmann, & Leachman, 
in press). Specifi cally, people who believe that a positive test result or cancer 
diagnosis is God’s will and/or part of God’s individual plan or trial for them 
have a coherent and meaningful framework with which to understand their 
genetic test results (Kinney et al., 2002; Pargament & Hahn, 1986). Further, 
several participants in the present study reported multiple emotional bene-
fi ts of religious beliefs or faith, such as reducing worry, staying positive, and 
increasing acceptance, which could account for the low rates of psychological 
distress. Still others viewed genetic test results and other medical advances 
in the diagnosis and treatment of melanoma as gift s from God to help them 
manage their condition. In this context, then, a positive genetic test result 
(paired with counseling about how to manage one’s risk) may be interpreted 
as a personally meaningful and less threatening outcome by people who are 
already acutely aware of their family’s elevated cancer risk. 

Understanding the Relationship Between Conceptions 
of Personal Agency and God’s Will 

Th is discussion of the meaning that patients may ascribe to a positive test result 
or cancer diagnosis brings us to our next major observation from this initial 
study: Beliefs about personal agency and responsibility seem to coexist with 
a strong endorsement of genetic test results and familial cancer as God’s will. 
In contrast to studies that suggest that belief in God’s will might undermine 
beliefs about personal agency and responsibility for health, patient- identifi ed 
themes of personal agency and God’s will frequently appeared together in 
the open-ended responses. Th is fi nding suggests that these concepts may be 
complementary, rather than competing: For people who see a positive genetic 
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test result as a personal trial and test of faith, the key element seems to be how 
they will use their God-given agency to manage that test. Further, in the pres-
ent study, belief in God’s will or plan was associated with decreased reports of 
tanning frequency. Th ese preliminary results present a challenge to the ideas 
that people with strong religious beliefs will necessarily hold an external or 
deferring view of their role in managing threats to health and well-being, or 
that seeing a medical diagnosis as part of God’s will or plan will necessarily 
undermine personal agency with respect to its management.

Th e joint belief in personal agency and God’s will found in our sample 
seems to be close to Pargament and colleagues’ (2000) concept of active reli-
gious surrender (doing one’s best and giving the rest up to God). Consistent 
with this idea, we found little endorsement of either the original form of self-
directing religious coping, in which participants try to manage their situation 
on their own without God’s help, or passive religious deferral. Although pas-
sive religious deferral was endorsed infrequently (though more so by partici-
pants receiving positive test results), asking God to take control of and solve 
one’s problems was associated with greater cancer fatalism (e.g., believing that 
if one has melanoma, it was meant to be) and, surprisingly, greater reported 
sunscreen use. Although these fi ndings await replication in a larger sample, 
they do suggest that passive religious deferral may not always be associated 
with decreased precautionary behavior. It will be important to continue to 
study the psychological and behavioral impact of genetic test results in diverse 
social and cultural contexts in which passive or deferring coping is more fre-
quent (see, e.g., Kinney et al., 2002) and in which personal agency and respon-
sibility for health are less frequently endorsed.

The Value of Multiple Methods of Examining 
Religious Themes and Coping Strategies

Our results also extend prior work by jointly assessing patient-identifi ed reli-
gious themes by means of open-ended measures and religious coping strate-
gies by means of structured inventory. Th e patient-identifi ed themes showed 
some, but not complete, overlap with concepts assessed by the RCOPE. As 
noted earlier, good convergence between the two measures was noted for reli-
gious themes involving the belief in cancer as God’s will or plan, the belief that 
God provides blessings and assistance, and the emotional benefi ts of religious 
faith. Of particular interest, our analysis yielded three religious themes that 
were not represented in the RCOPE inventory: personal agency and respon-
sibility for health, belief in medical and scientifi c advances as gift s from God, 
and belief that one’s religious and spiritual beliefs had no eff ect on one’s 
understanding and management of genetic test results. 

Th e fi rst two unique fi ndings may be results of the focus on a particular 
medical context, beliefs particular to members of the Church of Jesus Christ 
of Latter-Day saints, or both. It is also possible, however, that the identifi cation 
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of additional themes may be in part attributable to asking participants about 
such concepts as understanding and management, rather than coping. 
Specifi cally, participants may report coping only if they have some distress 
to manage and, as just described, reports of psychological distress and can-
cer worry following genetic test reporting and counseling were generally low. 
In contrast, questions about religious and spiritual understandings may have 
seemed relevant to a broader set of cognitions and behaviors, such as broader 
views of the role of personal agency in caring for one’s health and responding 
to health threats and seeing medical advances as opportunities provided by 
God for humans to improve their situation. 

Th e third unique fi nding—the identifi cation of the no eff ect group— 
suggests that it is important for the study of religious coping to allow (and 
even to invite) participants to indicate that their religious beliefs are unre-
lated to their understanding and management of genetic test results or famil-
ial cancer history. Roughly one in six of our high-risk participants indicated 
that his or her religious beliefs had no eff ect on the understanding and man-
agement of genetic test results. We cannot tell from our results whether such 
responses refl ect lower levels of religious belief or faith, whether these partici-
pants simply did not perceive a relationship between their religious faith and 
their management of genetic test results, or whether such participants had 
sought meaning in their religious beliefs but had not found it (see Chapter 
23, this volume, for discussion). Given the strong pattern of lower preventive 
and higher risk behaviors found among these participants, however, it will be 
important for future research to understand how best to counsel and support 
such patients in reducing risk behaviors.

Limitations of the Present Study

Some limitations of the present study should be noted. First, the sample size 
of this initial study is small; thus, these results await replication with a larger 
sample. In future research, we have the opportunity to extend these fi ndings 
by off ering genetic test reporting and counseling to a sample of more than 
300 fi rst-degree relatives of members of the initial Utah pedigrees. Th e larger 
sample size will allow us to test whether there are particular constellations or 
clusters of religious themes and coping strategies associated with key health 
cognitions, adherence to recommended health behaviors, and psychological 
well-being, as well as whether particular religious themes and coping strate-
gies have unique associations with these outcomes. We will also be better able 
to examine whether there are particular patterns associated with age, gender, 
personal melanoma history, and mutation status. Finally, we will be able to 
examine such relationships prospectively, rather than concurrently. 

Second, because all participants reported an affi  liation with the Church 
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, we are unable to generalize our fi ndings 
to members of other faiths. It will be important to examine the prevalence 
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and patterning of beliefs in personal agency and responsibility for health and 
beliefs in cancer or other illness as God’s will among members of other faiths 
facing decisions about the uptake of genetic testing. It will also be important 
to examine religious coping and its relation to health cognitions and adher-
ence among members of faiths who may believe that illness is a punishment 
from God or the work of the devil. As noted earlier, we found little to no evi-
dence for these forms of religious coping in the present sample. Further, it 
will be important to examine the relationship of ethnicity and socioeconomic 
status to the concepts examined here.

Finally, it will be important to understand whether these fi ndings may 
generalize to high-risk participants who receive genetic test results and 
counseling in other contexts (e.g., participants who are not part of research 
studies designed to fi nd the genetic basis for their familial illness). Our 
participants had received extensive prior counseling regarding photopro-
tective and risk behaviors (although, as noted earlier, baseline practice of 
these behaviors was suboptimal). Further, our CDKN2A/p16+ participants’ 
elevated lifetime risk for melanoma was unlikely to have been surprising, 
given their familial and, in some cases, personal history of melanoma. It 
will be important to examine religious beliefs and coping in situations in 
which participants may have less information and fewer medical and social 
resources available to them. 

Potential Applications to Genetic Counseling

It is our hope that this and other research designed to elucidate the social, cul-
tural, and religious aspects of genetic testing for familial cancer will facilitate 
the development of culturally sensitive genetic counseling protocols. Personal 
religious and spiritual understandings of genetic test results and familial can-
cer history may prove to be important in helping people to manage the emo-
tional and behavioral demands of accelerated screening and, where applicable, 
preventive behaviors. A greater understanding of this context may help pro-
mote ways of counseling people regarding familial cancer and other genetic 
risks that capitalize on religious beliefs that show a strong cross-sectional 
association with preventive health behaviors and address any specifi c beliefs 
or coping strategies that prove to be detrimental to the eff ective management 
of these risks (see also Chapters 1 and 22, this volume; Wong, 1998a).

Our results to date suggest that researchers and practitioners seeking to 
develop such protocols might profi tably focus on understanding (a) people’s 
beliefs about personal agency and responsibility for health, people’s beliefs 
about whether illness is God’s will, and the relationship between these two 
concepts and (b) particular religious beliefs regarding the nature and value of 
medicine, science, and technology in general. Th ese latter beliefs may predict 
important attitudes concerning the use of emerging medical technology for 
the prediction, early detection, and treatment of cancer and other illnesses. 
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Further, such protocols need to continue to be sensitive to the familial 
context of cancer. For example, understanding particular religious and 
spiritual beliefs may prove to be important in counseling high-risk families 
about how to discuss their familial cancer risk and associated need for pre-
vention and screening behaviors with their minor children and other minor 
family members (i.e., nieces and nephews). In the case of melanoma, such 
counseling may be especially important, given emerging evidence about 
the role that early childhood sunburns play in the development of mela-
noma (Bauer & Garbe, 2003; Noonan et al., 2001; Wachsmuth et al., 2001). 
Although CDKN2A/p16 testing is not yet routinely off ered to minor chil-
dren, our participants have indicated strong interest in such testing (Taber, 
Aspinwall, Kohlmann, Dow, & Leachman, 2010). Finally, it will likely be 
important for counseling protocols for noncarriers to include information 
about how best to support family members who receive positive test results. 

Conclusion

With the successful mapping of the human genome, progress in identify-
ing genetic vulnerabilities to serious illness will be rapid. Researchers are 
currently working to untangle complex interplays of genetic vulnerability, 
individual behavior,  and/or environmental exposure in the development of 
life- threatening and/or chronic diseases. As this work proceeds, it will become 
increasingly important to study how people understand and manage the part 
of their risk for such illnesses that can be controlled. Th e present results sug-
gest that rather than approaching such risks with a sense of fatalism, people 
oft en derive from their religious and spiritual beliefs an understanding that 
they are responsible for taking care of their health and for seeking medi-
cal treatment when appropriate, even though their genetic risk is high. Th is 
work may provide a useful framework for understanding the multiple ways in 
which people may derive meaning and a sense of personal agency as they face 
cancer and other illnesses for which both genetic vulnerabilities and eff ective 
precautions are identifi ed.
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Although few conservative Presbyterian churches actually worship in 
the Puritan way, the Puritan theology of worship remains the standard 
orthodoxy among them. Th is discrepancy sometimes leads to guilty 
consciences. 

—John Frame

People are by nature meaning-making creatures: We have beliefs about how 
things are and expectations about how they should be (Baumeister, 1991), 
and we try to make sense of our world when reality diff ers from our expecta-
tions. As John Frame described, negative aff ect oft en follows experiences of 
major discrepancies between how the world is and how we think it should 
be (or how we should be). Th is chapter describes the ways in which such 
discrepancies may present in therapy and off ers therapeutic approaches to 
resolving them.

Meaning Systems

To understand people, one must fi rst recognize their unique perspectives 
and ways of understanding their world (Evans, 1993). In the course of a day, 
people use meaning as a heuristic to structure their lives and assign mean-
ings to daily life events (Hogarth, 1981; Th ompson, Armstrong, & Th omas, 
1998). Th ese meaning heuristics are both derived from and refl ective of their 
understanding of the world (Park & Folkman, 1997). Th e meaning systems 
approach assumes that people’s behaviors, problems, and attempted solutions 
are understandable once their individually constructed global and situational 
meanings and given context are understood (Park & Slattery, 2009; Slattery, 
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2004). Th is assumption applies equally to people at their best, to those who are 
actively delusional or psychotic, and to those who have violated basic societal 
laws and norms (e.g., Andrea Yates; cf. Slattery, 2004).

Global meaning refers to a broadly encompassing entity composed of 
beliefs, goals, and purpose, which exerts powerful infl uences on people’s 
thoughts, actions, and feelings (Park & Folkman, 1997). Global beliefs are 
basic and oft en broad assumptions about the world, including whether 
it is benevolent, fair, or just (Koltko-Rivera, 2004). People also hold more 
personal beliefs, that is, whether they are lucky, good, safe, or vulnerable, 
have control, or can change a situation (e.g., Bandura, 1997; Janoff -Bulman, 
1992; Koltko-Rivera, 2004; Th ompson et al., 1998). Th ese beliefs help peo-
ple interpret and make sense of their lives and experiences. Beliefs can be 
explicit and conscious, or implicit and consciously denied yet still infl uence 
behavior (Briñol, Petty, & Wheeler, 2006). Global goals are high-level ideals, 
states, or objects toward which people work (Karoly, 1999). Most commonly 
reported global goals include relationships, intimacy, religion, and achieve-
ment (Emmons, 2005). Oft en, people set and meet a series of short-term, 
concrete goals that help them to meet their higher level goals (see Austin & 
Vancouver, 1996, for a review). Finally, most people experience a sense of 
meaning or purpose in life. Th is felt meaning or purpose has been referred 
to as the emotional aspect of global meaning (Klinger, 1977; Reker & Wong, 
1988). Meaningfulness is thought to come from seeing one’s actions as ori-
ented or progressing toward a desired future state or goal (Baumeister, 1991; 
McGregor & Little, 1998). 

According to the meaning system perspective, people continuously assign 
meanings to their daily lives, their own behaviors, and the situations that they 
encounter. Th us, appraised meaning refers to the specifi c understanding or 
signifi cance that individuals assign to particular objects, relationships, situ-
ations, or events. People oft en enter therapy as a result of particularly chal-
lenging appraised meanings (e.g., derived from bereavement, relationship 
endings, or discord, violence, or trauma) that are inconsistent with their 
global meanings. 

Discrepancies Among Aspects of Meaning

Discrepancies occur when individuals assign meanings to situations that 
viola te their global beliefs (e.g., that the world is fair, but not getting a job 
despite being the best candidate), goals (e.g., failing to be accepted to grad-
uate school, despite years of preparation), or purpose (e.g., having children 
leave home for college and therefore feeling one’s life no longer has purpose). 
Discrepancies also arise when global beliefs or goals are in confl ict with one 
another (e.g., wanting to fully express one’s sexuality but being afraid of dis-
pleasing God; Exline, 2002). In addition, discrepancies can develop when 
events are appraised as diff ering from personal ideals (Alexander & Higgins, 
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1993; Avants, Margolin, & Singer, 1994; Higgins, 1987) or from developmen-
tal, cultural, or community norms and expectations (Lansford et al., 2005; 
Park & Slattery, 2009).

Events are oft en interpreted as being consistent with global beliefs regard-
less of the nature of the event (Festinger, 1957; Taylor & Brown, 1988, 1994). 
Th ese global beliefs seem resistant to change, although some events—
including both personal traumas (e.g., rape and assault) and more communal 
ones (e.g., terrorist attacks or natural disasters)—may be discrepant enough 
to disrupt global beliefs (Janoff -Bulman, 1992). Consistency among various 
aspects of individuals’ appraised and global meanings creates a sense of con-
tentment and harmony. On the other hand, discord among aspects of meaning 
increases negative aff ect and ruminations about the discrepant information, 
and decreases positive aff ect, psychological well-being, and life satisfaction 
(Briñol et al., 2006; Hardin, Weigold, Robitschek,  & Nixon, 2007). Because 
of this distress, individuals are typically motivated to reduce such discrepan-
cies. Presumably, ruminations and intrusive thoughts are attempts to do so 
(Briñol et al., 2006; Dalgleish  & Power, 2004; Gray, Maguen,  & Litz, 2007; 
Horowitz, 1986).

Although the motivation to reduce or resolve discrepancies can be a posi-
tive force, tolerating the negative emotions generated in the process of adap-
tively resolving discrepancies can be diffi  cult (Greenberg  & Pascual-Leone, 
1997). Some people may create consistency in dysfunctional ways by, for 
example, concluding that one is bad or deserving of bad outcomes follow-
ing a trauma, that is, that “bad things happen to bad people” (Foa, Ehlers, 
Clark, Tolin, & Orsillo, 1999). Helping clients identify strategies for resolving 
meaning-related discrepancies in more positive ways can be an important task 
for therapy.

People’s behavior and experience are oft en discrepant from their reported 
values and goals (Baumeister, 1991; Emmons, 2005; Park, 2005). For example, 
they may want a teaching job but not engage in the behaviors that could help 
them get one. Mismatches between goals or motives and behaviors are “hid-
den stressors” and predictive of defi cits in psychological well-being and physi-
cal health (Baumann, Kaschel,  & Kuhl, 2005). When appraised meanings 
of events or situations do not fi t with their global meaning, people typically 
attempt to change or distort their appraisals to incorporate them into their 
global meaning (assimilation; Joseph & Linley, 2005). A woman who believes 
that people are generally good may appraise being knocked to the ground by 
a passerby as an unfortunate accident, an interpretation consistent with her 
belief that accidents happen. If knocked to the ground and attacked, how-
ever, she might change her global meaning (accommodation) in order to make 
sense of her attack. 

Research demonstrates that people naturally assimilate discrepant events 
without being consciously aware of doing so (Joseph & Linley, 2005). Arabs 
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and Israelis viewing the same news report, for example, interpret it from 
within their distinct political and ethnic worldviews (Liebes & Riback, 1994). 
Homosexuals identify more discrimination than do members of a heterosex-
ual population, although presumably seeing the same kinds of acts (Peyser, 
1988). People with more optimistic worldviews before an assault were less 
likely to develop posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) than those who had 
been more pessimistic, presumably because they assimilated the attack into 
their experience in a way that allowed them to continue feeling safe (Ali, 
Dunmore, Clark, & Ehlers, 2002). 

Unconscious avoidance of discrepant information appears to be a perva-
sive process. For example, a series of clever experiments had participants view 
a video, during which a gorilla walked across the screen or a woman crossed a 
basketball court with an open umbrella (reviewed in Most, Scholl, Cliff ord, & 
Simons, 2005). Only about 25% of people viewing these unusual stimuli 
saw them—even when prompted to do so. Most et al. (2005) concluded that 
although properties of the stimulus aff ect our ability to perceive and attend to 
it, our perception is largely an active process and that what is seen and remem-
bered depends on our attentional set. 

Overlooking or at least not focusing on everyday failings and weaknesses 
can be adaptive (Taylor & Brown, 1988). Although distorting experience, this 
strategy also organizes it and increases the ability to remember information 
consistent with global beliefs (Schachter, 1999). Overlooking discrepant events 
can, however, be maladaptive for people who are depressed or dysthymic 
and selectively attend to depression-relevant stimuli (Gotlib, Krasnoperova, 
Yue,  & Joorman, 2004). Because of their negatively toned global meaning, 
such individuals consistently confi rm their negative expectations by failing to 
register positive events. Helping them to recognize and incorporate positive 
events (e.g., good days, accomplishments) can be one important therapeutic 
task (Brown, Jeglic, Henriques, & Beck, 2006). Similarly, PTSD is maintained, 
in part, because people with this diagnosis adopt very negative beliefs about 
themselves and the world, then engage in trauma-avoiding behaviors that 
do not allow them to incorporate stimuli inconsistent with those negative 
beliefs. Th eir avoidance maintains their negative views of self and world (Foa, 
Huppert, & Cahill, 2006).

When the discrepancy between appraised and global meanings is too 
great, people are oft en forced to change their global meaning to accommodate 
new life events (Joseph & Linley, 2005; Park & Folkman, 1997). For example, 
William Maxwell, a writer and editor of the New Yorker, was 10 years old 
when his mother died during the 1918 fl u epidemic. 

“I realized for the fi rst time, and forever, that we were not safe. We were 
not beyond harm,” he remembered eight decades later. “From that time 
on there was a sadness, which had not existed before, a deep down 
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sadness that never quite went away. … Terrible things could happen—to 
anybody.” (in Kreiser, 2006, p. 29)

People try to make meaning in response to life events, integrating appraised 
meanings into global meaning (Park & Folkman, 1997). People who are unable 
to incorporate new events into their global meaning experience more rumi-
nations, intrusive thoughts, and depression (Gray et al., 2007). As Maxwell’s 
life shows, these new global meanings can be persistent and long-lasting, 
defended and maintained even in the face of contradictory evidence. 

Cultural and Social Clock Discrepancies

People adopt many aspects of their global meaning from external bodies, 
including culture, family, religions, and the media. Identifying these sources 
of global meaning is important, for doing so allows us to generate hypoth-
eses about people’s worldview through knowledge of the groups with which 
they identify (e.g., gender, race, ethnicity, social class, and sexual orientation). 
Understanding cultural groups also provides a source of hypotheses about 
sources of anxiety, depression, guilt, or other dysphoric emotions (Park  & 
Slattery, 2009). For example, violations of cultural norms about marriage, chil-
drearing, and being successful in a man’s world may infl uence a 35-year-old 
unmarried Latina’s anxiety levels. Hypotheses such as these should remain 
tentative until more data are available, however (Slattery, 2004; Tweed  & 
Conway, 2006). People may focus on diff erent aspects of a situation in draw-
ing appraised meanings (e.g., Liebes  & Riback, 1994; Peyser, 1988; Vohs, 
Baumeister, & Chin, 2007). Th at is, the Latina in the foregoing example could 
perceive being unmarried and childless in many ways, including as a failure to 
meet her cultural values of familism and marianisma, which she sees as both a 
relational and a moral failure. She could instead focus on her successful career 
as a source of meaning that supports and brings honor to her family.

Another well-studied source of discrepancies involves that between the 
“social clock” (e.g., being unmarried, without children, or without an estab-
lished career) and actual behaviors and life situations; these discrepancies oft en 
have negative consequences for self-esteem and status (Helson, Mitchell,  & 
Moane, 1984; Neugarten, 1979). Th ese discrepancies infl uence goal pursuit or 
disengagement, the latter when achieving the prescribed goal appears impos-
sible (Heckhausen, Wrosch, & Fleeson, 2001). People whose behavior is con-
sistent with their social clock are generally happier and have more positive 
self-esteem and social status than do those whose behavior is discrepant from 
their social clock (Heckhausen et al., 2001). 

Similarly, although people within a culture diff er, knowledge of cultural 
norms can help identify culture-related discrepancies in meaning (Slattery, 
2004; Tweed  & Conway, 2006). For example, Lansford and colleagues’ 
(Lansford et al., 2005) cross-cultural research on parental discipline suggests 
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that children’s reactions to abusive parental discipline depended in part on 
their parents’ behavior, but also on cultural norms. Children who received 
culturally normative discipline—even if that discipline would be perceived as 
abusive from another culture’s viewpoint—acted out less than did children in 
cultures for whom that discipline was perceived as nonnormative and abusive.

Most people subscribe to multiple clocks and expectations, which oft en 
have contradictory expectations (Helson et al., 1984; Slattery, 2004). Th ese 
discrepancies can have negative consequences. For example, as a result of 
perceiving confl icting cultural expectations, bicultural women appear to 
be at greater risk of eating disorders than are monocultural people of color 
(reviewed by Harris & Kuba, 1997). Th at is, African American women and 
Latinas may experience pressures from their cultures to be heavy and curvy 
but perceive very diff erent pressures (i.e., to be thin) when they enter predomi-
nantly Euro-American universities or workplaces. 

Assessing Discrepancies in Meaning in the Course of Th erapy

Nothing that grieves us can be called little: by the eternal laws of pro-
portion a child’s loss of a doll and a king’s loss of a crown are events of 
the same size.

—Mark Twain

In observing people both within and across time and cultures, it is clear that 
nothing—not material goods, money, or success—inevitably causes happiness 
or depression (Beck, 1976). Th e meaning systems approach to therapy, like 
other cognitively based treatments, concludes that it is not events themselves 
that make one happy or unhappy but how one thinks about the events that 
does. Specifi cally, the way we think about an event can cause a negatively toned 
discrepancy, which makes us depressed, anxious, or afraid. Doing poorly in 
school does not cause psychological symptoms; negative discrepancies from 
global meaning do (e.g., “I should be doing well in school and am not. Th at’s 
bad.”). As a result, our thesis is that assessments should identify negatively 
toned discrepancies and that eff ective therapy helps clients develop strategies 
for adaptively resolving these discrepancies.

Discrepancies can be assessed in a variety of ways, although very little 
empirical eff ort has yet been put into development of standardized procedures. 
One approach is to compare client values on global meaning with popula-
tion norms. For example, in the Trauma and Attachment Belief Scale (TABS), 
Pearlman (2003) focuses on aspects of worldview that are typically relevant to 
people who have been exposed to a trauma (Safety, Trust, Control, Intimacy, and 
Esteem). Th e TABS and such other measures as Janoff -Bulman’s (1989) World 
Assumptions Scale and Foa and colleagues’ (Foa et al., 1999) Posttraumatic 
Cognition Inventory assess beliefs associated with trauma. Individuals’ scores 
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are then compared to norms derived, purportedly, from nontraumatized sam-
ples. Th e extent of deviance from norms is interpreted as indicating the indi-
viduals’ accommodation of their global beliefs as a result of trauma exposure. 
Although this assumption may be valid for some people in some situations, it 
is clear that there is great individual variation in how traumatic events are per-
ceived and that these perceptions are infl uenced by other contextual variables, 
including past trauma history, childhood factors, and psychiatric history (Gray 
et al., 2007). In addition, global meaning is informed by many infl uences other 
than any given trauma exposure (e.g., Power & Brewin, 1997).

Our Approach

Discrepancies between current or ongoing appraised meanings and global 
meaning can be clinically important. Because of the range of possible discrepan-
cies that may underlie a client’s distress, systematically gathering and organiz-
ing information into a psychosocial history can identify potential hot spots that 
might otherwise be overlooked. Consequently, we advocate identifying discrep-
ancies in a broad number of domains (e.g., health, family, work, spirituality) dur-
ing an open-ended interview, then comparing these attitudes and experiences to 
personal, developmental, cultural, and other contextual norms (Park & Slattery, 
2009; Slattery, 2004). Domains assessed should be tailored for the client’s multi-
ple cultures, presenting issues, and settings (Park & Slattery, 2009; see also Table 
22.1). In particular, assessments should include the following specifi cs:

 1. Spiritual and secular meanings ascribed to precipitating events, as 
well as to cognitive, aff ective, behavioral, and physical symptoms

 2. Places where events are assimilated into global meaning, and the dis-
tortions required to do so 

 3. Violations of global meaning and attempts to accommodate to it 
 4. Discrepancies among aspects of appraised and global meanings 
 5. Discrepancies among life events, attitudes, beliefs, values, or behav-

ior and the client’s personal, cultural, spiritual, or developmental 
norms and expectations (Park & Slattery, 2009)

Clinicians need to have a thorough understanding of cultural and religious 
norms, developmental norms and benchmarks, and the values and func-
tions of events in order to meet the assessment goals outlined in the foregoing 
list. Because most people are multicultural, that is, identifying with several 
cultural groups simultaneously (e.g., as a deaf, upper-middle-class, Italian 
American, college-attending male from New York City), discrepancy assess-
ment processes require therapists to maintain a fl exible cognitive style and a 
willingness to view a particular client from multiple perspectives (Slattery, 
2004; Snibbe  & Markus, 2005). In addition, developing hypotheses about 
discrepancies requires being aware of clients’ theories about the world and 
prescriptions for behavior, both those that clients are able to verbalize and 
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Table 22.1 Questions to Guide Organization and Hypothesis Generation During the Case 

Conceptualization Process

Th e problem
Current problem or symptoms
What symptoms does the client report? How severe are they? How chronic? When 
did they begin? How much are they interfering with functioning? Are they specifi c 
to certain situations, or do they occur across situations? What are the client’s beliefs 
about what is wrong? About the appropriate treatment for his or her symptoms? 
Does the client expect to get better?

Because clients oft en have diffi  culty reporting “bad” symptoms, be careful to assess 
major concerns, especially about suicide, rather than expecting clients to disclose 
them freely. Ask, “What else?”

Precipitating event and other recent events
Why is the client having problems now? Why is he or she entering treatment now?
What negative or positive events have occurred recently at home, work, and school 
and in important relationships? What ongoing stressors? Are reactions proportional 
or disproportional to the stressor?

Personal and family history of psychological disorders 
Has the client or family experienced either similar symptoms or diff erent ones at 
some time in the past? How were problems handled? What was helpful? Specifi cally 
assess whether suicide was considered as a way to cope with problems.

If either the client or family received formal treatment in the past, how might this 
aff ect current treatments? Were previous therapists respectful? hopeful? eff ective? 
empowering? Is current therapy an extension of previous work or, from the client’s 
viewpoint, working on the same issues or totally new and unrelated ones?

Current context
Physical condition
How is the client’s physical health? Can any medical conditions account for the 
symptoms reported? Have these been ruled out? What health-promoting (or 
-interfering) practices has the person been engaged in or is currently using?

Drug and alcohol use
Is the client taking any drugs (medicinal or recreational) that could cause symptoms? 
Is he or she taking any street drugs that could interact with medications prescribed 
to treat symptoms? Has the client been compliant with medications and treatment 
in the past?

Intellectual and cognitive functioning 
What are the client’s intellectual strengths and defi cits? Could symptoms be caused 
by cognitive defi cits?
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Table 22.1 Questions to Guide Organization and Hypothesis Generation During the Case 

Conceptualization Process (continued)

Coping style
Is the client engaging in generally adaptive or maladaptive coping strategies? When is 
he or she most successful in coping with the problem? What works? Are coping 
strategies generally short-term or long-term solutions? How do these coping 
strategies fi t with spiritual and religious goals?

Self-concept
What are the client’s beliefs about him- or herself (e.g., “I’m helpless with regard to 
the winds of fate”)? What beliefs about self or problems in the past are particularly 
helpful? Does he or she have a generally strong or weak sense of self-effi  cacy? 

Sociocultural background
In what culture was the client raised? If the client is an immigrant, how long has he or 
she been in this country? Why did he or she come to this country? What are the 
client’s connections to his or her homeland? What is his or her level of acculturation? 
What other group identifi cations (e.g., race, aff ectional orientation, gender, age, 
physical abilities) are most important?

How does the client’s culture or group infl uence reactions to symptoms? How does 
cultural background infl uence symptoms? Could the behavior be “normal” in his or 
her culture but not in the therapist’s (or vice versa)? Could diff erences in group 
identifi cation infl uence the nature and quality of your relationship?

Spirituality and religion
What, if any, religious affi  liation does the client report? Is religion important to the 
person? In what ways? How do spiritual and religious beliefs, values, goals, 
behaviors, and resources infl uence current functioning? Do they provide a 
supportive network? Are beliefs culture-typical or -atypical? How does the nature of 
the beliefs infl uence feelings of support and acceptance in the community?

Resources and barriers

Individual resources
What does the client do particularly well or feel good about? How can these 
attributes (e.g., persistence, loyalty, optimism, intelligence) be resources for 
treatment? How might they undermine it?

Relational style
What relationship style characterizes most of the client’s relationships? Open? 
Trusting? Suspicious? Manipulative? What are the client’s general views of others? 
What is the therapeutic relationship like? Can the client be honest about symptoms, 
actions, side eff ects, and concerns? Can he or she honestly disclose the level of 
compliance with recommendations? Does he or she feel comfortable correcting any 
misassumptions made in the course of treatment?

continued
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those they cannot, considering the relevance of these to a particular situation 
(Tweed & Conway, 2006). 

Coping responses vary; what is normative for one culture may not be for 
another. As Tweed and Conway (2006) note, however, cultural imperatives and 
coping strategies can be unhealthy (e.g., North Americans’ reliance on cathar-
sis). Identifying culturally normative beliefs, goals, and coping mechanisms 

Table 22.1 Questions to Guide Organization and Hypothesis Generation During the Case 

Conceptualization Process (continued)

Mentors and models

What real, historical, or metaphorical fi gures serve as pillars of support or spiritual 
guides? How have they handled similar problems? Note that some models may be 
primarily negative in tone. What are the positive aspects of these “negative” models?

Sense and source of meaning
What sense of meaning does the client have and from where? Is life meaningful? 
Chaotic? Unpredictable? What is his or her worldview? From where is meaning 
drawn? Does the person have a strong sense of purpose or mission in life? A strong 
sense of direction? How well does the client perceive his or her life to be progressing 
regarding ultimate sources of meaning and purpose?

Social resources (friends, family, and school or work)
How supportive are the client’s family, friends, and work relationships? Are they 
suffi  cient in quantity and quality to meet the client’s needs? Do they increase or 
decrease the client’s stress levels? Do they empower or undermine him or her?

Community resources
What agencies, if any, are involved? How supportive are they? How well do they work 
together? Are they at loggerheads, undermining each other’s recommendations, or 
do they generally share information in an open and collaborative manner?

Community contributions
How does the client contribute to the community? Does this feel useful and 
meaningful to the client? Are contributions acknowledged by important people in 
his or her support system? Are they related to and do they feed spiritual goals?

Obstacles and opportunities to change process
What things might serve as potential obstacles or aids to the change process? Th ese 
can be fi nancial, educational, social, intellectual, spiritual, and so on. What does the 
client believe will (or might) happen when change occurs (e.g., marriage will 
dissolve; family will work together more eff ectively; he or she will lose fi nancial 
support, will be excommunicated from the Church)?

Source: Modifi ed from Park, C. L., & Slattery, J. M., in Spirituality and the therapeutic 
practice: A comprehensive resource from intake to termination, American 
Psychological Association, Washington, DC, 2009.
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during an assessment does not suggest accepting them as the best solution to 
a problem; doing so does acknowledge their infl uence on clients’ behavior and 
patterns of symptoms. 

An Example

Case Conceptualization Lucy is a 22-year-old Euro-American woman who 
recently graduated from a small private college.1 In the months since gradu-
ating, she was experiencing free-fl oating anxiety and panic symptoms. Other 
stressors included choosing whether to attend the graduate school to which 
she was accepted or to look for a “real job.” Her friends were leaving the area 
and getting started in their career, getting married, or both. She had been in 
a serious relationship of several years but became very panicked and irritable 
when attending a friend’s wedding reception and picked an argument with her 
boyfriend. He broke off  their relationship, escalating her anxiety and bring-
ing her to treatment on the recommendation of her best friend. She reported 
being baffl  ed by the anxiety she had been having.

Discussion of Case Conceptualization
As described in Table 22.2, each of these factors is stressful because it violates 
developmental, cultural, or familial norms and expectations. Lucy has a num-
ber of strengths (e.g., her intellectual functioning and successful admission to 
graduate school), yet the way she perceives these strengths also creates nega-
tive discrepancies and anxiety. Finally, she normalizes some “weaknesses” 
(e.g., her occasionally obsessive eating and exercise patterns), which do not 
appear to cause discrepancies. 

A Model for Working With Meaning Discrepancies in Th erapy

According to the model discussed here, distress arises when people’s appraised 
meaning of an event challenges or violates their global beliefs, goals, and 
sense of purpose. Such discrepancies cause tension (Festinger, 1957). Th e ten-
sion of minor discrepancies can be stimulating or motivating (e.g., “I’d like 
to fi nd just the right way of expressing this!”), albeit sometimes irritating. 
Major discrepancies between global and appraised meanings can, however, be 
overwhelming, anxiety provoking, or depressing, interfering with behavior 
(Dalgleish & Power, 2004; Higgins, Bond, Klein, & Strauman, 1986). Aft er a 
trauma, people must somehow reconcile their previous beliefs with the dis-
crepant aspects of trauma that many people experience (e.g., betrayal, shame, 
and problems with trust; Gray et al., 2007). In fact, posttraumatic symptoms 
may refl ect vacillations between an awareness of a discrepancy and a desire to 
avoid it (Gray et al., 2007; Horowitz, 1986).

1 All case material is disguised through the use of pseudonyms. Identifying material is 
changed and in some cases refl ects composites of several people.
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Table 22.2 Meaning-Based Case Conceptualization of Lucy, a 22-Year-Old Recent College Graduate

Objective
Description

Client’s Global and Situational 
Meanings

Potential Discrepancies Among 
Meanings 

Th e problem
Presenting problem or 
symptoms

Client reports feeling considerable 
anxiety, as if a weight is lying on her 
chest. She feels indecisive, a feeling 
she has been trying to avoid.

Feels weak, indecisive, and 
overwhelmed.

Presents self as strong and competent. 
Feels uncomfortable, needy, and 
weak.

Precipitating event and 
other recent events

Client has recently graduated from 
college, has undetermined future, is 
underemployed, and is beginning to 
accumulate signifi cant debt. Her 
boyfriend has recently questioned the 
seriousness of their relationship. Her 
closest friends are moving or getting 
married.

Afraid of being a “failure” in meeting 
developmental goals (e.g., marriage, 
getting a good job, having stable and 
mature lifestyle).

 

Friends are addressing major life goals, 
apparently successfully, and she feels 
less competent and capable than they, 
although she has historically been 
“the together one” in her group of 
friends.

Personal and family 
history of 
psychological 
problems

She has a history of avoidant responses 
to stressors, oft en attempting to stay 
busy, but also by exercising and 
controlling her weight. She reports 
that her mother has a history of mild 
depressive episodes. 

Does not recognize herself as having a 
history of psychiatric problems. 

Relative to her friends (at least two of 
whom have serious eating disorders), 
her weight and body image problems 
are relatively normal. She sees herself 
as “fi ne” with regard to diet and 
exercise issues.
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Current context
Physical health Exercises and appears to be in good 

shape.
Values her health. Her friends are less health oriented 

than she is; relative to a college 
population, her health habits are 
better than average.

Drug or alcohol use Frequent binge drinking during 
college with two alcohol-related 
off enses, although client’s drinking 
has been much more moderate since 
she graduated.

Does not identify this as a problem. Sees her alcohol use as normative for 
her group, although her parents are 
very negative about any drug use.

Intellectual and 
cognitive functioning

Very bright (gift ed program in grade 
school), but also unfocused. Does not 
like to read or engage in intellectual 
pursuits, but is very “street smart.”

Simultaneously feels smart and 
competent and incompetent.

Believes she “should be” more 
successful and focused, especially 
because her parents and extended 
family are very successful 
professionally. 

Coping style Exercises, engages in “retail therapy,” 
cleans, binges on sweets, talks to 
friends when stressed. Tends to not 
think about problems, reacting rather 
than being proactive.

“I’m doing fi ne.” Panic symptoms take her by surprise 
because she does not usually 
recognize and feel a problem.

Self-concept Sees self as bright and competent, but 
also admits that she is insecure and 
“covers this well.”

Generally positive, but context-
dependent self-concept.

Compares self to friends, with whom 
she fares well, but comparisons to 
family create some insecurity.

continued
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Table 22.2 Meaning-Based Case Conceptualization of Lucy, a 22-Year-Old Recent College Graduate (continued)

Objective
Description

Client’s Global and Situational 
Meanings

Potential Discrepancies Among 
Meaningsa 

Sociocultural 
background

White, upper-middle class, 
professional background. Raised in 
small, rural community.

Sees self-in-community as competent 
and privileged, but also describes self 
as a “small-town nobody.”

Now living in affl  uent urban area and 
sometimes feels “like a hick,” 
although draws from and is proud of 
successes in nuclear and extended 
family.

Religious background Catholic with nine years of Catholic 
school. Does not attend church. 

Not described as important. Not a source of support, but this does 
not seem problematic, given that her 
family and friends are not 
particularly religious.

Resources and barriers
Individual resources Very bright, hard-working, “street 

smart,” with strong writing and 
people skills. Networks well.

Generally positive, but context-
dependent self-concept.

In comparison with “adults” and 
urban professionals around her, feels 
insecure.

Relational style Open, enthusiastic, and charming, 
although describes self as “shy” when 
out of her element. 

Generally feels good about her social 
skills.

Currently feeling out of her element 
and wonders how she will do in 
comparison with peers.

Mentors and models A favorite college professor actively 
mentored her, especially helping her 
see how she used her feminine wiles 
rather than her mind to accomplish 
goals.

Beginning to see herself as capable 
with more to off er than only charm.

Created a discrepancy in how she saw 
herself, a primary motivator for 
attending graduate school and 
choosing a challenging internship.
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Sense and sources of 
meaning in life

Feels goal-less and without a sense of 
direction since graduating from 
college.

Feels lost and inadequate. Has diffi  culty recognizing her loss of 
direction because her friends seem to 
feel the same way.

Social resources
(family and friends)

Small, strong community of close 
friends both in high school and in 
college, although the central core 
changed every year or two with 
proximity. Friends have graduated 
and are in the process of moving 
throughout the country. Family is 
warm and supportive, and her 
relationship with her sister has 
become increasingly close.

Her support from friendships seems 
shaky, although her relationship with 
her family is becoming more 
important.

Wants more support than she is 
getting and is feeling insecure 
because of this loss.

Work and school School performance is strong but 
variable, with a large number of As 
and Bs, but also Ds in “stupid” 
courses.

Worked 20–40 hours per week 
throughout college, oft en in positions 
with signifi cant responsibility and 
independence.

Questions her own intellectual skills, 
although sees herself as a hard 
worker. Sees herself as able to be 
successful in a small, local 
environment.

Her recent move to an affl  uent urban 
area may be infl uencing her sense of 
insecurity about academic and 
professional issues, especially as she 
is working in the service industry for 
a wealthy clientele.

Community resources Has a good relationship with her 
doctor and her advisor. 

Feels supported. Relationships are normative or better. 

Community 
contributions

Volunteers in some areas but has not 
found this work important.

Feels good about her contributions to 
the community.

Volunteers more than average and 
recognizes this.

a Includes personal meanings and those of culture, family, and friends.
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Creating a more consistent and coherent set of meanings should lead to 
resolving or adjusting to a trauma or other challenge to global meaning (e.g., 
McIntosh, Silver, & Wortman, 1993; Resick & Schnicke, 1992). Changing either 
the appraised or global meaning can create a more consistent and coherent set 
of meanings (Klinger, 1998; Parkes, 1993). Th erapy, then, is an opportunity for 
reducing discordance, developing a coherent and positive life narrative, and 
making sense of life and experience in a hopeful and useful way (Neimeyer & 
Stewart, 2000). In the course of pursuing these goals, issues of control, self-
effi  cacy, intimacy, and meaning are oft en addressed. 

Park and her colleagues (Park, Edmondson, & Mills, 2010) note, however, 
that it is not enough to simply reduce the discrepancy; instead, changes must 
occur in a more positive or benign direction. For example, a woman who is 
raped might shift  her previously optimistic global meaning to a more pes-
simistic one, reducing the discrepancy. Concluding that bad things happen 
and that the world is bad is rarely satisfying, however; for the woman in the 
foregoing example, doing so is likely to interfere with her life, causing her to 
avoid objectively safe places in a way that exacerbates feelings of vulnerability, 
a sense of ineptness, and posttraumatic symptoms (Gray et al., 2007). Instead, 
she needs to create a narrative that helps her develop coherent and consis-
tent global and appraised meanings that are understandable and consistent 
within her culture and context. Until she is able to create satisfying context-
consistent resolutions between global and appraised meanings, she is likely to 
remain symptomatic (Gray et al., 2007).

Engagement in the Change Process

Not all clients enter treatment aware of a meaning-related discrepancy. Some 
clients are symptomatic but do not consciously experience a discrepancy; 
these are people Prochaska and Norcross (2001) would describe as being in 
precontemplation. Many of these clients get into treatment involuntarily, 
referred by family members, the legal system, or Child Protective Services. 
Others may observe a discrepancy but perceive that discrepancy as unim-
portant (e.g., not having family around, but also not seeing this as important; 
Higgins, 1999). In order to engage clients in the change process, however, we 
believe (a) there must be a discrepancy from or within global beliefs, goals, 
or sense of purpose; (b) clients must recognize the discrepancy and experi-
ence some degree of distress (anxiety or depression); (c) clients must attribute 
the problem to themselves; and (d) the anxiety or depression must be large 
enough to be motivating, but not so large as to be overwhelming.

Clients in precontemplation do not recognize discrepancies from their 
beliefs, goals, or sense of purpose; thus becoming aware of a discrep-
ancy would be an initial treatment goal with this population (Prochaska & 
Norcross, 2001). For other clients, there might be awareness of discrepancies, 
but that awareness may not cause enough dysphoria to motivate engagement 
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in treatment. Clients might also attribute the problem to someone or some-
thing else (e.g., a family member, employer, or “the system”), which interferes 
with their ability to change. Nonetheless, many clients recognize meaning-
related discrepancies that cause some sort of dysphoric response and identify 
themselves as the problem (e.g., they want to be good parents but lose their 
temper with their children). 

Finally, it is important to consider the size of the discrepancy experienced by 
a client. A large discrepancy may feel overwhelming and immobilizing, which 
can cause intense feelings of anxiety, depression, and hopelessness, interfering 
with treatment (Prochaska & Norcross, 2001). In this case, therapy must focus on 
decreasing the size of the discrepancy among meanings, perhaps through some 
sort of supportive intervention. Decreasing the discrepancy ultimately increases 
hopefulness and frees the person to change (Brown et al., 2006; Linehan, 1993). 
When the discrepancy is too small, however, as with many clients in precontem-
plation (Prochaska & Norcross, 2001), therapy must fi rst increase the awareness 
of discrepancy and thereby increase the motivation to change.

Strategies for Treating Meaning-Related Discrepancies

Although most therapeutic approaches talk about neither meaning nor dis-
crepancies, most do seem to help people draw new, more adaptive meanings. 
Strategies that change meaning include attempting to understand an event 
or one’s reactions to it (e.g., why one was assaulted), and drawing new attri-
butions about the event and its sequelae (e.g., that fl ashbacks mean that the 
client is not going crazy but attempting to understand the event). Th ey also 
include changing goals to ones that are more consistent with new meanings 
(e.g., focusing on the importance of family following diagnosis with breast 
cancer), fi nding purpose in the face of apparent meaninglessness (e.g., joining 
Mothers Against Drunk Driving following the death of a child in an alcohol-
related accident), and identifying perceived benefi ts deriving from the trau-
matic event (e.g., that losing one’s job was best in the long run; Gray et al., 
2007). Although some of these interventions can be primarily cognitive in 
focus, behavioral and aff ective interventions (e.g., problem solving, acquisi-
tion of social skills, aff ect regulation strategies, or exposure) also help people 
draw new meanings and close discrepancies.

Th e goal of discrepancy-reducing treatment is not to simply close discrep-
ancies but to close them in a systematic and adaptive manner. When depressed 
and suicidal, people may feel hopeless and lost (Brown et al., 2006)—this, in a 
culture that suggests that one should have purpose and hope. Clinicians can 
begin challenging these global, stable, and persistent attributions, helping cli-
ents make more specifi c and changeable appraisals (Garratt, Ingram, Rand, & 
Sawalani, 2007). Although bad things happen, so do good things. Although 
clients have weaknesses, they also have strengths. When clients feel unable to 
cope with stressors (but believe that they should be able to), interventions may 
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focus on helping the clients develop skills that will help them manage aff ect 
eff ectively and better cope with stressors (Baumann et al., 2005; Linehan, 
1993). As Rogers (1992) suggested, this approach should be taken in a warm 
and accepting environment, which also helps clients challenge discrepancies 
(e.g., “I believe I am shameful and unacceptable, but my therapist treats me 
respectfully and believes that I am acceptable”). 

Gray and his colleagues (2007) suggest that clients oft en treat meanings 
drawn aft er a trauma as truisms rather than possibilities. Although these new 
meanings seem designed to protect clients, they oft en do so at an unacceptable 
cost. New meanings and behavioral strategies may not be wrong, however; 
just too extreme and overgeneralized (e.g., “All men are bad and are going to 
hurt me”). Healthier strategies for closing discrepancies in meanings may take 
a middle ground, noting the self-protective nature of the newer meaning but 
making it more moderate and adaptive (e.g., recognizing when one is less safe, 
but also identifying how one is able to stay safer). 

Many discrepancy-based interventions encourage clients to challenge 
assumptions or reframe behavior (Mosak  & Maniacci, 1989). Symptoms 
might be described as an attempt to resolve a problem. Th e adaptive nature 
of a behavior can be highlighted (e.g., yelling at one’s teenager as an attempt 
to help her avoid mistakes), although clients might be encouraged to iden-
tify other mechanisms for meeting those goals. Reframes can also be used to 
help clients avoid dysfunctional behaviors by increasing a discrepancy and 
making it unacceptable (e.g., describing as “enabling” a parent who is serving 
as communication conduit between children and the other parent; Mosak & 
Maniacci, 1989). Th e eff ectiveness of this sort of reframe seems to come from 
both the discrepancy and clients’ attributions about the discrepancy; that is, 
for example, if the family had seen enabling as a good thing, there would have 
been no reason to change. In a similar vein, one of the diffi  cult aspects of 
working with substance-abusing clients is that their behavior is oft en nor-
mative and accepted within their substance-abusing subculture (Bennett, 
Reynolds, & Lehman, 2003). Change oft en includes helping such clients iden-
tify the behavior as problematic and staying away from people and places 
that interfere with their motivation to change (Prochaska & Norcross, 2001). 
Motivational interviewing, a technique oft en used with substance-abusing cli-
ents (Miller & Rollnick, 2002), is designed to elicit ambivalence and discrep-
ancies, heightening motivation to change. 

Problem–Intervention Match in Treatment Plans

Th e most eff ective way to close some meaning-based discrepancies depends in 
part on the nature of the discrepancy (Park, Folkman, & Bostrom, 2001). Some 
problems are best addressed through some sort of behavioral-change process. 
Th is decision might be made based on either cultural expectations about 
change (Slattery, 2004) or whether symptoms are easily addressed through 
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behavioral strategies alone (Prochaska  & Norcross, 2001). Other problems 
may best be addressed through developing adaptive coping mechanisms prior 
to more challenging interventions (Brown et al., 2006; Linehan, 1993). When 
the problem cannot be directly repaired or solved (e.g., in sexual assault, ill-
ness, or death), meaning-making eff orts are oft en central to the change process 
(Mattlin, Wethington, & Kessler, 1990). Finally, in some instances, it may be 
adaptive to readjust goals (e.g., in accepting more realistic health and exercise 
goals when aging; Cheng, 2004). Hardin and her colleagues (2007) suggest that 
therapists should, in addition to seeking problem resolution, focus on growth 
or transformation because people with higher growth motives tend to experi-
ence less anxiety and more positive aff ect. Th is focus on growth may lead to 
more consistent reductions of discrepancies. Some of these meaning-focused 
discrepancy reduction strategies are seen in the following case example.

An Example

Treatment Lucy’s distress appeared related to signifi cant discrepancies 
between her current state of aff airs and what she believed she should be doing 
as a new college graduate. Because she was simultaneously distressed by and 
not consciously aware of these discrepancies, we fi rst explored social-clock 
issues (e.g., career, graduate school, and marriage). Simply naming these issues 
seemed to help her calm down, perhaps by labeling and organizing her experi-
ence, as well as by heightening her sense of control over her decisions. During 
this exploration, she concluded that she did not want to attend that particular 
graduate school but would apply to a wider range of schools in the following 
year. Given her plans to return to graduate school soon and her desire to travel, 
she decided that she valued her freedom more than a “real job” at this point. She 
began dating other men as she became more aware that she wanted a stable and 
supportive relationship. Each of these decisions closed a discrepancy.

Th e real therapeutic changes seemed to come as Lucy identifi ed her values and 
goals and made decisions consistent with them. She decided to discuss her deci-
sions and concerns with her parents, who were very accepting of her decisions—
as long as her bills were being paid. Th e last was a concern that she shared also; 
this issue was resolved when she discussed her work hours with her employer and 
also as her work became busier, as the tourist season brought steadier hours and 
more predictable tips. As she made these decisions, her anxiety levels decreased 
and she reported less frequent and less severe panic symptoms. 

We briefl y discussed Lucy’s health behaviors relative to her health goals. 
Although her exercise habits and diet were problematic, they were not acutely 
dangerous; nor were they issues on which she was interested in working in 
treatment at this point. Had these behaviors been more dangerous or more 
explicitly the focus of her own goals for therapy, we would have highlighted 
these issues, perhaps using negative reframes, to increase the discrepancies 
and her motivation to work on them.
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Discussion of Treatment
Although a range of interventions from numerous theoretical backgrounds can 
be useful in treatment, they have several factors in common. First, they reduce 
discrepancies between real behavior and values, goals, beliefs, norms, or expec-
tations. As seen with Lucy, they also reduce discrepancies among various val-
ues, goals, beliefs, norms, and expectations (e.g., wanting to be professionally 
successful while also wanting a period of freedom). Second, addressing discrep-
ancies generally decreases the negative emotions associated with them (e.g., that 
putting off  getting a “real job” does not mean Lucy is a failure). Th ird, highlight-
ing and working with discrepancies can return a person’s sense of control (e.g., 
putting off  getting a job was Lucy’s choice and one that she could change when 
she was ready). Fourth, not all discrepancies are perceived by clients as prob-
lematic (e.g., Lucy saw her eating and exercise habits as normal even though 
they were discrepant from national health guidelines). Finally, as alluded to in 
some of the previous points, addressing discrepancies changes people’s sense of 
meaning (e.g., putting off  career decisions is a choice and healthy, rather than a 
failure in accepting responsibility, as she had initially seen it).

In our previous writings and research, we have focused on discrepancies 
produced by trauma and other highly stressful events (e.g., Park, 2007; Park, 
Edmondson, Fenster, & Blank, 2008; Park et al., 2010). What is clear in this 
case example is that discrepancies also occur in relatively healthy people and 
in “normal” situations. Nonetheless, these “minor” discrepancies can also 
cause anxiety and, when addressed, lead to growth. 

Conclusions

Discrepancy-changing therapy is a meaning-focused approach to therapy 
processes that is consistent with other therapeutic approaches in many ways. 
Its focus, however, is on clients’ discrepancies in meanings and how these dis-
crepancies produce symptoms. We argue that people’s meanings do not, per 
se, cause symptoms; rather, symptoms arise when their appraised meanings 
diff er from their beliefs, values, goals, expectations, and sense of purpose. 

Because there are many diff erent strategies for closing discrepancies, this 
approach focuses primarily on identifying the goals of treatment and clients’ 
readiness for change. We have presented an assessment rubric for gathering a 
comprehensive psychosocial history (Park & Slattery, 2009; Slattery, 2004). Th is 
assessment process is not solely to gather information; more important, the pro-
cess aims to identify probable discrepancies to address in the course of treatment. 

Discrepancies among appraisals of reality and cultural, developmental, 
and familial norms or personal values and goals can cause psychiatric symp-
toms, including depression and anxiety (Higgins, 1987; Higgins et al., 1986). 
Discrepancies are also associated with motivation for change, although in an 
inverted-U fashion (Prochaska & Norcross, 2001): Large discrepancies tend to 
immobilize rather than energize change, and small perceived discrepancies 
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tend to be insuffi  cient to motivate the change process. Clinicians must con-
sider the size and direction of the discrepancy to make sure that it is suffi  -
ciently motivating without being overwhelming.

Once discrepancies are identifi ed and motivation for change is at a useful 
level, change strategies that address and close discrepancies can be introduced. 
Most psychological interventions described elsewhere can close meaning-
based discrepancies. Rather than rejecting clients’ new meanings, it may be 
more helpful to help them assess the accuracy of their new meanings, chal-
lenge inaccurate and unhelpful meanings, and incorporate the useful parts of 
new meanings into older ones (Gray et al., 2007).
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Meaning and meaning making are important for all humans, but they are par-
ticularly salient for individuals who experience life-threatening experiences 
(Moadel et al., 1999). Such highly stressful encounters oft en bring meaning to 
the fore (Lee, Cohen, Edgar, Laizner, & Gagnon, 2006). Th is chapter focuses 
on how meaning and meaning making determine, in part, the psychological 
adjustment of cancer survivors, people who have been forced by circumstance 
to face the possibilities of great suff ering and a foreshortened future (Little & 
Sayers, 2004). Cancer survivors encounter many challenges as they leave 
primary treatment and return to lives altered by their experiences of cancer 
diagnosis and treatment. However, in addition to the commonly reported lin-
gering fears and physical fragility (Bower et al., 2005; Demark-Wahnefried, 
Aziz, Rowland, & Pinto, 2005), survivorship also presents opportunities for 
individuals to transform their experiences and create a more meaningful life 
(Jim, Richardson, Golden-Kreutz,  & Andersen, 2006). Th is chapter details 
the roles of meaning and meaning making in the psychological adjustment 
of individuals with cancer as they transition into longer-term survivorship. 
First, issues of cancer survivorship are discussed. Th en, a model of the mean-
ing-making process is presented, distinguishing between meaning making 
and meanings made. Within this framework, the literature relevant to mean-
ing making in the context of cancer survivorship is reviewed. Clinical applica-
tions and directions for future research conclude the chapter.

Cancer Survivorship

Terminology and Statistics

In recent years, the term survivor has been actively promoted and widely used 
to refer to individuals who have experienced cancer. Survivorship is a term 
that has come to indicate the state or process of living aft er a diagnosis of 
cancer regardless of how long a person lives (National Cancer Institute [NCI], 
2007). By this defi nition, an individual is considered to be a cancer survivor 
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at the point of diagnosis and remains a survivor throughout treatment and 
through the balance of his or her life (NCI, 2007). Other sources, however, 
defi ne survivorship as starting at the end of primary cancer treatment (e.g., 
Hewitt, Greenfi eld, & Stovall, 2005).

Th ere are an estimated 12 million cancer survivors in the United States, 
representing approximately 4% of the population (NCI, 2009), and an esti-
mated 25 million survivors worldwide (Stull, Snyder, & Demark-Wahnefried, 
2007). Many of these survivors are in longer-term survivorship; approxi-
mately 14% of the 12 million estimated cancer survivors in the United States 
were diagnosed over 20 years ago (NCI, 2009). 

Phases of Treatment: From Primary Treatment to 
Longer-Term Posttreatment Survivorship

Although the current defi nition of cancer survivorship includes anyone who has 
been diagnosed with cancer, individuals typically perceive themselves as patients 
during active treatment and may be reluctant to embrace the identity of survivor 
at that point. Once active treatment ends, the term survivor seems to be more 
readily adopted, although not universally (Bellizzi & Blank, 2007; Park, Zlateva, & 
Blank, 2009). Th e transition period from primary treatment to longer-term sur-
vivorship is a critical time, setting the course of psychological adjustment for 
years to come. While a patient remains in primary treatment, for that individual 
the cancer experience oft en becomes life’s central focus, involving intensive and 
immediate coping with medical issues, decision making, and the many chaotic 
emotions that ensue, including fear, hope, pain, and grief (Ganz et al., 2004). 

Transitioning from primary treatment, though a relief in many ways, is 
oft en highly stressful in its own right (Beisecker et  al., 1997; Hewitt et  al., 
2005; Stanton et al., 2000; Tross & Holland, 1989) in part because of reduced 
frequency of visits with and access to medical providers, change in daily rou-
tines, adjustment to treatment-related side eff ects, and uneasiness about being 
on one’s own (Ganz et al., 2004; Holland & Reznik, 2005; Lethborg, Kissane, 
Burns, & Snyder, 2000). 

Issues of meaning appear to be particularly important during the transi-
tion to longer-term survivorship (Holland & Reznik, 2005). During primary 
treatment, when participants are dealing with the impact of the diagnosis and 
making treatment decisions, coping tends to be more problem focused, deal-
ing with the immediate demands of the situation. Coping appears to become 
more refl ective as survivors return to their everyday post–primary treatment 
lives (Stanton et al., 2000; S. E. Taylor, Lichtman, & Wood, 1984; Tomich & 
Helgeson, 2002). 

Posttreatment Quality of Life

Many studies indicate that cancer survivors’ quality of life does not dif-
fer much from that of their peers who did not have cancer (e.g., Tomich & 
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Helgeson, 2002). Th e relationship of survivorship status to quality of life 
depends, however, on the specifi c dimensions of well-being under consider-
ation. Traditionally, studies of health-related quality of life have focused on 
mental health, physical functioning, and sometimes social functioning. For 
example, in breast cancer survivors, lingering health decrements, particularly 
pain and fatigue, have been documented (e.g., Broeckel et al., 2000; Jacobsen 
et al., 1999), although mental health appears to be, on average, about the same 
as that of those who have not had cancer (e.g., Ganz et al., 2004; Tomich & 
Helgeson, 2002).

Other aspects of postcancer quality of life have recently been recognized as 
important. For example, feelings of vulnerability and anxieties over recurrence 
appear to linger for many survivors even many years aft er treatment (Bower 
et al., 2005). On the other hand, some domains of quality of life, such as spiri-
tuality and life meaning, may be enhanced relative to those who did not expe-
rience cancer (Broeckel et al., 2000; Widows, Jacobsen, Booth-Jones, & Fields, 
2005; Zebrack, Ganz, Bernaards, Petersen, & Abraham, 2006). Quality-of-life 
domains appear to be separate and somewhat independent in that survivors 
may simultaneously experience an enhanced sense of meaningfulness in life 
and a heightened sense of vulnerability and worry (Andrykowski et al., 2005; 
Bower et  al., 2005). Further, these domains appear to result from diff erent 
coping pathways (Carver, 2005). 

Th e Role of Meaning in Cancer Survivors’ Psychological Adjustment

The Meaning-Making Model

Many frameworks and theories regarding meaning and the making of mean-
ing in stressful experiences have been put forward (e.g., Baumeister, 1991; 
Gillies  & Neimeyer, 2006; Janoff -Bulman, 1992; Lepore, 2001; S. E. Taylor, 
1983). Although diff ering in language and emphases, these theoretical frame-
works converge on an underlying model of meaning and meaning making 
(Lepore, Silver, Wortman, & Wayment, 1996; Park, Edmondson, Fenster, & 
Blank, 2008). A foundational meaning-making model, based on these prior 
works, has been proposed and elaborated by Park and her colleagues (Park, in 
press; Park et al., 2008). According to this model, individuals possess global 
meaning systems comprising global beliefs, global goals, and a sense of mean-
ing in life. Th ese global meaning systems guide individuals’ responses to situ-
ations of potential stress through situational meaning.

Global meaning consists of cognitive, motivational, and aff ective compo-
nents, termed, respectively, global beliefs, global goals, and a sense of meaning 
or purpose (Park, in press; Reker & Wong, 1988). Global beliefs concerning 
fairness, justice, luck, control, predictability, coherence, benevolence, per-
sonal vulnerability, and identity comprise the core schemas through which 
people interpret their experiences of the world (Janoff -Bulman & Frantz, 1997; 
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Koltko-Rivera, 2004). Global goals are individuals’ ideals, states, or objects 
toward which they work to be, obtain, accomplish, or maintain (Karoly, 1999; 
see Chapter 4, this volume). A subjective sense of meaning and purpose in life 
is thought to be derived through individuals’ global beliefs and goals (Park, in 
press; see Chapter 8, this volume). Together, global beliefs and goals, and the 
resultant sense of life meaning, form individuals’ meaning systems. Meaning 
systems comprise the lens through which individuals interpret, evaluate, and 
respond to their experiences. 

Situational meaning involves the interaction of global meaning with spe-
cifi c encounters in which a particular situation is appraised vis-à-vis one’s 
global beliefs or goals (Janoff -Bulman  & Frantz, 1997). Confrontation with 
a severe stressor is thought to have the potential to violate or even shatter 
global meaning systems (i.e., individuals’ global beliefs about the world and 
themselves and their overarching goals). Such violations or discrepancies 
are thought to initiate individuals’ cognitive and emotional processing—
meaning-making eff orts—to rebuild their meaning systems. Meaning mak-
ing involves individuals’ eff orts to understand and conceptualize a stressor 
in a way more consistent with their global meaning and to incorporate that 
understanding into their larger system of global meaning through assimila-
tion and accommodation (Park & Folkman, 1997). 

Following highly stressful events, individuals’ meaning-making processes 
typically involve the individuals in reconsidering their beliefs and searching 
for some more favorable or consistent understanding of the event and its impli-
cations for their view of themselves and their lives. Meaning making may also 
entail revising goals (see Chapter 24, this volume) and questioning or revis-
ing one’s sense of meaning in life (see Chapter 8, this volume). Th is rebuild-
ing process is assumed to lead to better adjustment, particularly if adequate 
meaning is found or created (for reviews, see Collie & Long, 2005; Lee, Cohen, 
Edgar, Laizner, & Gagnon, 2004; Skaggs & Barron, 2006). Protracted attempts 
to assimilate or accommodate may, however, devolve into maladaptive rumi-
nation over time if satisfactory meanings cannot be constructed (Segerstrom, 
Stanton, Alden, & Shortridge, 2003).

Th us, the meaning-making model distinguishes between attempts to make 
meaning and the successful creation of meaning. A number of studies sup-
port the distinction between attempting to make meaning and having made 
meaning (Bower, Kemeny, Taylor, & Fahey, 1998; Davis, Nolen-Hoeksema, & 
Larson, 1998). Th e development of such “meanings made” or “products” of the 
meaning-making process, as well as the subsequent lessening of searching, is 
thought to diff erentiate between adaptive and maladaptive meaning making 
(Segerstrom et al., 2003). According to this perspective, meaning making is 
helpful primarily when there is some resolution achieved through the process. 
Studies have found ongoing eff orts to make meaning to be associated with 
poorer adjustment (Silver, Boon, & Stones, 1983; Tait & Silver, 1989), whereas 
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having found meaning is associated with better adjustment (Davis et al., 1998; 
Westling, Garcia, & Mann, 2007).

Meaning Making and Cancer

Th e foregoing theoretical model of meaning making is oft en applied to 
descriptions of cancer survivors adjusting to their experiences dealing with 
and recovering from cancer and transitioning into longer-term cancer sur-
vivorship (e.g., Brennan, 2001; Lepore, 2001; see Holland  & Reznik, 2005); 
however, empirical evidence regarding the validity of this model has been 
scant. Only in recent years has a body of empirical studies become available 
to examine the accuracy of this model in refl ecting cancer survivors’ adjust-
ment. Th e particular issues most commonly addressed in the literature and 
reviewed here concern (a) the extent to which survivors’ appraised meaning 
of their cancer is related to their adjustment, (b) the extent to which survivors’ 
meaning-making processes relate to their adjustment, (c) the meanings sur-
vivors make from cancer, and (d) relationships of survivors’ made meaning 
with their adjustment.

Appraised Meaning and Adjustment Individuals appraise the meaning of 
their cancer along many dimensions; to date, researchers have mostly focused 
on primary appraisals (e.g., threat, loss, challenge), illness representation 
appraisals, and controllability appraisals.1 Research on these various dimen-
sions indicates that many of the meanings that survivors assign to their cancer 
experience are related to their subsequent psychological adjustment. 

Primary appraisal, the extent to which situations are initially considered 
to be a threat, challenge, or loss, is generally linked to subsequent coping and 
adjustment (Aldwin, 2007; Roesch, Weiner,  & Vaughn, 2002), and research 
conducted specifi cally with cancer survivors mostly supports this link. For 
example, a study of prostate cancer survivors found that individuals who 
appraised their cancer as a loss had higher levels of depression, whereas those 
who appraised their cancer as a threat had higher levels of anxiety (Bjorck, 
Hopp, & Jones, 1999). Similarly, a study of survivors of a variety of cancers 
found that threat appraisals were related to increased distress, although chal-
lenge appraisals were unrelated to distress  (Silver-Aylaian & Cohen, 2001).

Following up on Lipowski’s (1970) taxonomy of illness appraisals in a large 
sample of breast cancer survivors, Degner, Hack, O’Neil, and Kristjanson (2003) 
found that shortly aft er diagnosis most survivors appraised their cancer as a 
“challenge” (57.4%) or as having “value” (27.6%); few chose “enemy” (7.8%), 

1 Although attributions are also a part of initial appraised meanings of events, virtually no 
literature on immediate attributions for cancer is available. Most studies assess attribu-
tions long aft er the diagnosis, and thus attributions (or, more likely, reattributions) are 
considered here as a product of the meaning-making process.
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“irreparable loss” (3.9%), “or “punishment” (.6%) in appraising their cancer. 
Th ese appraisals were mostly unchanged three years later, and survivors who 
had initially appraised their cancer as a challenge or as having value reported 
less anxiety at follow up. Cross-sectionally, at follow-up, women who appraised 
the cancer negatively (“enemy,” “loss,” or “punishment”) had higher levels of 
depression and anxiety and poorer quality of life than did women who appraised 
their cancer in more positive ways. 

Studies assessing the infl uence of control appraisals have produced mixed 
results. For example, Silver-Aylaian and Cohen (2001), in the abovementioned 
study of survivors of various cancers, found that appraised uncontrollability of 
the cancer was related to increased distress, but appraised self-controllability 
of the cancer was unrelated to distress. A study of head and neck cancer 
survivors found little infl uence of control appraisals (Llewellyn, McGurk, & 
Weinman, 2007), but a study of ovarian cancer patients found a strong nega-
tive relationship between appraised control over the illness and psychological 
distress (Norton et al., 2005).

However, the meaning-making model proposes not only that appraised 
meaning is related to adjustment but, further, that the discrepancy between 
appraised and global meaning is the actual impetus for distress. Th at is, 
the more that individuals’ assigned meanings of their cancer diagnosis are 
appraised as violating their beliefs and goals, the more resultant distress they 
will experience. Receiving a diagnosis of cancer can violate such important 
global beliefs as a belief in the fairness, benevolence, and controllability of 
the world as well as one’s own sense of invulnerability and personal control 
(Holland & Reznik, 2005; Lepore, 2001). Beliefs in a loving God may also be 
violated (Gall, 2004). Further, having cancer almost invariably violates indi-
viduals’ goals for their current lives and their plans for the future (Carver, 
2005). It is likely that diff erent types of cancer and the specifi cs of an individ-
ual’s illness (e.g., prognosis) would greatly infl uence the situational meaning 
given and the extent of discrepancy with global meaning (e.g., McBride, Clipp, 
Peterson, Lipkus, & Demark-Wahnefried, 2000), although very little research 
has yet examined these issues.

Th is link between discrepancy of appraised and global meaning with 
adjustment in cancer survivorship has rarely been directly examined; that is, 
very few studies have specifi cally asked cancer survivors about violations to 
their global beliefs and goals. One cross-sectional study of gastrointestinal 
cancer patients found that higher levels of discrepancies in beliefs and goals 
were related to more anxiety and depression (Nordin, Wasteson, Hoff man, 
Glimelius, & Sjödén, 2001). A longitudinal study of survivors of various can-
cers found that the extent to which the cancer was appraised as violating their 
beliefs in a just world was negatively related to their psychological well-being 
across the year of the study, mediated through ruminative thinking about the 
cancer (Park et al., 2008). Further, the role of discrepancy as the driver of the 
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meaning-making process is indirectly supported by the earlier cited studies 
demonstrating that higher levels of appraising the meaning of cancer as a loss 
are related to more distress (i.e., loss implies violation of a desired goal or state; 
Klinger, 1998). Nonetheless, research is needed that more directly addresses 
this central component of the meaning-making model. 

Meaning-Making Processes and Adjustment Early (S. E. Taylor, 1983; S. 
E. Taylor et al., 1984) and subsequent (e.g., Moadel et al., 1999; Schroevers, 
Ranchor, & Sanderman, 2004; Tomich & Helgeson, 2002) studies have sug-
gested that for survivors, eff orts to make meaning of their cancer experience 
are a near-universal experience, although some researchers have argued that 
survivors oft en simply accept their cancer experience or, once it has ended, 
have little need to think or refl ect on it (Blank & Bellizzi, 2006; Dirksen, 1995). 
It is not clear, however, how well assessments of meaning making in these 
studies correspond to the phenomenon of meaning making as defi ned in the 
meaning-making model. Th at is, according to this model, meaning making 
following cancer involves survivors’ attempts to integrate their understand-
ing (i.e., appraisal) of the cancer together with their global meaning to reduce 
the discrepancy between them (Horowitz, 2001; Park & Folkman, 1997). Such 
simple questions as “How oft en have you found yourself searching to make 
sense of your illness?” and “How oft en have you found yourself wondering 
why you got cancer or asking, ‘Why me?’” (e.g., Roberts, Lepore, & Helgeson, 
2005), though perhaps having some face validity, do not directly or compre-
hensively assess the process of attempting to reduce discrepancies between 
global meanings and appraisals of the cancer experience (Park, in press).

Th e model proposes that survivors’ meaning-making processes involve such 
deliberate coping eff orts as reappraising the event, reconsidering their global 
beliefs and goals, and searching for some understanding of the cancer and 
its implications for themselves and their lives (e.g., Lepore, 2001; Redd et al., 
2001). In addition, meaning-making processes apparently oft en occur beneath 
the level of awareness or without conscious eff orts (e.g., in the form of intru-
sive thoughts; Greenberg, 1995; Lepore, 2001). Researchers have posited that 
these meaning-making eff orts are essential to adjustment by helping survivors 
either assimilate the cancer experience into their preexisting global meaning 
or helping them to change their global meaning to accommodate it (Lepore, 
2001); indeed, it is diffi  cult to imagine that survivors could get through a can-
cer experience without some reconsideration of their lives vis-à-vis cancer. 

Many researchers have proposed, therefore, that meaning making is criti-
cal in successfully navigating these changes (Lepore, 2001; Moadel et al., 1999; 
S. E. Taylor, 1983; Zebrack et  al., 2006). Yet research with cancer patients 
indicates that reports of searching for meaning and cognitive and emotional 
processing are typically related to poorer adjustment (e.g., Kernan & Lepore, 
2009; Roberts et  al., 2005; Tomich  & Helgeson, 2002). A study of breast 
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cancer survivors completing treatment found that positive reinterpretation, 
or attempting to see the cancer in a more positive light or fi nd benefi ts in it, 
was unrelated to adjustment, whereas emotional processing, or attempting to 
understand the reasons underlying one’s feelings, was actually associated with 
subsequently higher levels of distress (Stanton et al., 2000). Stanton et al. (2000) 
noted that posttreatment, emotional processing may actually refl ect rumina-
tive processes signaling a failure to make meaning.2 A cross-sectional study 
of long-term breast cancer survivors found that searching for meaning was 
related to poorer adjustment (Tomich & Helgeson, 2002), and a recent study of 
prostate cancer survivors shortly aft er treatment found that meaning-making 
eff orts were related to higher levels of distress both concurrently and three 
months later (Roberts et al., 2005). Similar fi ndings were reported in a longitu-
dinal study of recently diagnosed breast cancer survivors (Kernan & Lepore, 
2009). Still other studies have failed to fi nd any relationship between search-
ing for meaning and adjustment following cancer (Cordova, Cunningham, 
Carlson, & Andrykowski, 2001; Gotay, 1985; S. E. Taylor et al., 1984), whereas 
a few have found that searching for meaning was positively related to well-
being (Dirksen, 1995; Park et al., 2008).

Th e inconsistency between theory and fi ndings on this central point, the 
adaptive nature of meaning making, is very important and deserves explica-
tion. Th e lack of strong support for the adaptive value of meaning making 
in these studies may be a result of methodological or conceptual issues. For 
example, the operational defi nitions employed in studies of meaning making 
and cancer are problematic. As noted, although asking survivors whether they 
have been searching for meaning may seem reasonable to assess, the extent to 
which it maps on to the proposed underlying assimilation–accommodation 
process is questionable; virtually no study has employed design and measure-
ment strategies adequate to the task of capturing this process. In fact, much 
of the integration between global meaning and situational meaning may lie 
beneath individuals’ awareness, precluding their ability to report on meaning 
(Lepore, 2001). Longitudinal assessments of appraised meanings and discrep-
ancies between situational meaning and global meaning and change in them 
over time are necessary to adequately capture this assimilation–accommoda-
tion process.

Further, the meaning-making model proposes that meaning making per se 
is not necessarily adaptive and may, in fact, be indistinguishable from rumina-
tion, without attention to whether meaning has actually been made. Th e failure 
of most extant studies to distinguish between adaptive meaning making and 

2 Note, however, that this notion does not necessarily mean that meaning making is causing 
the distress, just that meaning making and stress are co-occurring. Th e meaning-making 
model posits that the failure to make meaning is creating the distress, a possibility not 
examined in that study.
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maladaptive rumination may account for the lack of a more consistently dem-
onstrated salubrious eff ect of meaning making (Park et al., 2008; Segerstrom 
et al., 2003). It may be that when survivors search for meaning, either through 
deliberate eff orts or through more automatic processes, and achieve a reinte-
gration of their cancer experience and their global meaning, they experience 
less distress and also engage in less subsequent meaning making. When mean-
ing making eff orts fail, however, the cancer experience may remain highly 
distressing. Survivors unable to assimilate their cancer experience into their 
belief system or accommodate their previously held beliefs to account for their 
experience may experience a loss of personal or spiritual meaning, existential 
isolation, and apathy (Holland & Reznik, 2005) and may persist in meaning-
making eff orts even years aft erward (e.g., Tomich & Helgeson, 2002), account-
ing for the positive relationship between searching for meaning and distress. 

To date, only two studies of cancer survivorship have assessed both the 
search for meaning and the fi nding of meaning and have tested their com-
bined eff ects on adjustment. In a study of breast cancer survivors in the fi rst 
18 months postdiagnosis, Kernan and Lepore (2009) examined survivors’ pat-
terns of searching and fi nding meaning in their cancer. Th e researchers found 
that women who never searched and those who searched and found mean-
ing did not diff er on negative aff ect but that both groups were signifi cantly 
higher on negative aff ect than were women who were searching for but had 
not found meaning over time. As well, a study of younger adult survivors of 
various cancers (Park et al., 2008), described earlier, assessed meaning mak-
ing (as positive reappraisal) and meanings made (as growth, reduced discrep-
ancies with global meaning). Results indicated that positive reappraisal led to 
increases in perceived growth and life meaning, which was related to reduced 
violations of belief in a just world. Th is process was related to better psycho-
logical adjustment (Park et al., 2008). Aside from these studies, this notion 
that meaning making may be helpful to the extent that it is related to actually 
making meaning, whereas searching for meaning without successfully fi nd-
ing it may simply signify a lack of resolution or satisfactory meaning, remains 
a tantalizing possibility awaiting future research. In the meantime, a number 
of studies have identifi ed products of the meaning-making process and exam-
ined the extent to which these products are adaptive.

Meaning Made From the Cancer Experience Studies have examined a num-
ber of psychological phenomena that may be conceptualized as outcomes or 
products of the search for meaning in cancer survivors and the relationships 
between these meanings made and psychological adjustment. Among the 
most commonly studied meanings made are (a) perceptions of positive life 
changes or posttraumatic growth, (b) understanding regarding the cancer’s 
occurrence (usually assessed as attributions), and (c) integration of cancer and 
survivorship into identity (Gillies & Neimeyer, 2006).
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Growth Considerable research has demonstrated that many—even the 
majority—of cancer survivors report posttraumatic growth as a result of 
their experience with cancer (Stanton, Bower, & Low, 2006). Th ese positive 
changes include improved relationships, increased self-confi dence and coping 
skills, and higher levels of spirituality and appreciation for life (Tedeschi & 
Calhoun, Chapter 25, this volume; Tomich  & Helgeson, 2004; see Stanton 
et al., 2006, for a review). Survivors’ perceptions of positive changes appear 
to result from meaning-making coping processes based on reinterpreting the 
cancer experience in a more positive light (e.g., Bellizzi & Blank, 2006; Sears, 
Stanton, & Danoff -burg, 2003). Survivors’ reports of growth following their 
cancer experience are sometimes (e.g., Carver & Antoni, 2004), but not always 
(e.g., Bellizzi, Miller, Arora, & Rowland, 2007; Cordova et al., 2001), related to 
better psychological adjustment.

Causal Understanding Several theorists have proposed that having an under-
standing of the cause of an event (i.e., an attribution for its occurrence) is an 
important type of made meaning (e.g., Davis et  al., 1998; Janoff -Bulman & 
Frantz, 1997). Research with cancer survivors has indicated, however, that 
although most survivors have ideas or explanations regarding the cause of 
their cancer, possessing such explanations for their cancer is oft en associated 
with greater distress, not less (e.g., Costanzo, Lutgendorf, Bradley, Rose,  & 
Anderson, 2005; Kulik & Kronfeld, 2005). It may be that the specifi c nature of 
the attribution determines its ability to aid successful establishment of mean-
ing. A recent meta-analysis of people with a variety of illnesses found that 
attributions to controllable causes were associated with positive psychologi-
cal adjustment, whereas attributions to stable and uncontrollable causes were 
associated with poorer psychological adjustment (Roesch  & Weiner, 2001). 
Further, an understanding of the occurrence of cancer may involve under-
standing proximal (i.e., how) as well as distal (i.e., why) causes and selective 
incidence (i.e., why me as opposed to someone else; Park & Folkman, 1997; 
E. J. Taylor, 1995). 

Specifi c to cancer, E. J. Taylor (1995) reviewed the literature on breast can-
cer survivors, concluding that better adjustment was related to attributions to 
such predictable and controllable causes as pollution and stress or such lifestyle 
factors as smoking. Feeling that one caused one’s own cancer (self-blame) has, 
however, consistently been shown to be negatively related to adjustment. (e.g., 
Bennett, Compas, Beckjord, & Glinder, 2004; Friedman et al., 2007; Glinder & 
Compas, 1999; Malcarne, Compas, Epping-Jordan, & Howell, 1995). 

Th e link between having made meaning by identifying causes of the cancer 
and adjustment is therefore more complicated than it might at fi rst appear. 
Th is complexity is illustrated in a study of women with gynecological cancers 
(Costanzo et al., 2005), in which most attributions (e.g., genetics and heredity, 
stress, hormones, and environmental factors) were related to elevated levels 
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of anxiety and depression. However, survivors who attributed their cancer 
to potentially controllable causes were more likely to be practicing healthy 
behaviors. Similarly, women citing health behaviors as important in prevent-
ing recurrence reported greater anxiety, but these women were also more likely 
to practice positive health behaviors. Further, health behavior attributions 
interacted with health practices in predicting distress. For example, among 
women who had not made positive dietary changes, rating lifestyle as impor-
tant in preventing recurrence was associated with greater distress, whereas 
having made a positive change in diet was associated with less distress. Th us, 
it appears that behaviors consistent with attributions can be eff ective in reduc-
ing discrepancies in meaning and therefore related to better adjustment.

Most distal attributions also seem to be related to more distress. For exam-
ple, in a sample of prostate cancer survivors, any causal attribution of the can-
cer to God, including to a loving or purposeful God, was related to poorer 
functioning, although attributions to an angry God were even more strongly 
related to distress (Gall, 2004). Attributions of the cancer to God’s will in the 
abovementioned study of gynecological cancer survivors was related to worry 
about recurrence, but not to anxiety or depressive symptoms (Costanzo et al., 
2005). However, attributions to luck or chance were unrelated to distress.

Integration of Cancer and Survivorship Into One’s Life Narrative and 
Identity Another potentially important outcome of meaning-making pro-
cesses involves the integration of the experience of cancer into survivors’ ongo-
ing life story and sense of self (see  Sommer, Baumeister, & Stillman, Chapter 14, 
this volume). Surviving cancer has been described as a process of identity recon-
struction through which survivors integrate the cancer experience into their 
self-concept, developing a sense of  living through and beyond cancer (Brennan, 
2001; Deimling, Kahana, & Schumacher, 1997; Foley et al., 2006; Zebrack, 2000). 
Th e extent to which having cancer becomes organically interwoven with other 
experiences in survivors’ narratives may refl ect their successful making of mean-
ing, having come to terms with the cancer. Such narrative integration is widely 
viewed within the trauma literature as an important aspect of recovery (e.g., 
Monson et al., 2006). Little empirical research has, however, framed the can-
cer recovery process as narrative reconstruction or examined these processes.

A few studies have examined the extent to which cancer survivors embrace 
labels that refer to their cancer status and how that identifi cation is related 
to well-being. An early study by Deimling and his colleagues (1997) exam-
ined cancer-related identities in a sample of older, long-term survivors of a 
variety of cancers. Asked whether they identifi ed themselves as survivors 
(yes or no), 90% answered affi  rmatively. Other labels were endorsed less fre-
quently: 60% identifi ed as ex-patients, 30% as victims, and 20% as patients. 
Considering oneself a victim or a survivor was, however, unrelated to mastery, 
self-esteem, anxiety, depression, or hostility. It should be noted that this study 
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was conducted prior to the mid-1990s, when the term survivor began to be 
actively promoted (NCI, 2007). A more recent longitudinal study of long-term 
survivors of colon, breast, or prostate cancer by the same group of researchers 
using the same measurement strategy found that 86% of the sample identifi ed 
themselves as a “cancer survivor,” 13% saw themselves as a “patient,” and 13% 
identifi ed themselves as a “victim” (Deimling, Bowman, & Wagner, 2007). 

Several more recent studies have addressed postcancer self-identifi cations. 
When Bellizzi and Blank (2007) asked longer-term prostate cancer survi-
vors which term best described them, over 50% chose “someone who has had 
cancer” and 25% chose “survivor,” with smaller numbers choosing “patient” 
or “victim.” Only identifying as a survivor was related to having more posi-
tive aff ect, and no label was related to levels of negative aff ect. Finally, Park 
and her colleagues (2009) asked younger adult cancer survivors about their 
postcancer identities and found that 83% endorsed survivor identity; 81%, the 
identity of “person who has had cancer”; 58%, “patient”; and 18%, “victim” 
(all at least “somewhat”). Th ese four identities were minimally correlated with 
one another. Survivor and person who has had cancer identities correlated 
with involvement in most cancer-related activities, including wearing cancer-
related items and talking about prevention. Survivor identity correlated with 
better psychological well-being and posttraumatic growth, and victim iden-
tity with poorer well-being; neither identifying as a patient nor as a person 
with cancer was related to well-being. 

Meaning-Making Interventions With Cancer Survivors

With increasing recognition of the importance of meaning making in the 
lives of cancer survivors has come the development of a number of psycho-
social interventions for individuals with cancer that are based on issues of 
meaning. Some of these interventions are existential in nature, focusing on 
broader issues of meaning in life (e.g., Kissane et al., 2003). Breitbart, Gibson, 
Poppito, and Berg (2004) have developed a palliative care therapy for people 
with cancer, aiming to identify and enhance sources of meaning and patients’ 
sense of purpose as they approach death.

Other interventions have more explicitly targeted issues of meaning mak-
ing. For example, Lee and her colleagues (2006) recently reported results of an 
intervention designed to promote survivors’ exploration of existential issues 
and their cancer experiences through the use of meaning-making coping strat-
egies. Cancer survivors received up to four sessions in which they explored 
their cognitive appraisals of and emotional responses to their cancer experi-
ence within the context of their previous experiences and future goals. Aft er 
treatment, participants in the experimental group showed signifi cantly higher 
levels of self-esteem, optimism, and self-effi  cacy than did members of the con-
trol group, when taking into account baseline scores on those variables, demon-
strating the eff ectiveness of a therapy that explicitly promotes meaning making.
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Chan, Ho, and Chan (2007) noted that although these meaning-based 
interventions are proliferating, “there is a sad lack of a corresponding body 
of controlled outcome studies, without which we cannot answer two central 
questions: 1. Can meaning-making interventions facilitate or catalyze the 
meaning construction process? 2. How much (if any) improvement of the 
psychosocial well-being of patients is attributable to the catalyzed meaning 
construction process?” (p. 844). Developing a body of controlled outcome 
studies evaluating meaning making interventions is an important challenge 
for interventionists.

Future Research Directions

Much remains to be learned about the meaning-making processes of cancer 
survivors. A review of the literature on meaning making does not appear to 
provide strong support for the meaning-making model in spite of its theoreti-
cal popularity. Further, the studies conducted to date do not appear to have 
adequately tested the model. As noted, an adequate test of this model will 
require a thorough assessment of the range of meaning-making eff orts, both 
deliberate and automatic, and will need to assess whether there are any end 
products or adaptive changes resulting from eff orts at meaning making. To 
date, no study of cancer survivors has fully assessed the components of the 
meaning-making process, and much remains to be learned about meaning 
and meaning making in cancer survivorship. 

In order to fully understand the role of meaning in transitioning to longer-
term survivorship, much more attention must be given to both conceptual and 
measurement issues. A better understanding of the ways by which survivors 
create meaning through their experiences with cancer holds great promise 
for better appreciating the ways in which individuals diff er in their adjust-
ment and the myriad infl uences on this process. Th is knowledge should help 
to identify individuals needing more assistance in adjusting to survivorship, 
including informing interventions for those who may need help returning to 
their “new normal” lives. 
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Th is chapter discusses how people can adapt when goals are unattainable and 
thereby maintain their psychological well-being and physical health. On the 
basis of self-regulation theories (Carver & Scheier, 1981, 1998), we argue that 
the pursuit of meaningful goals provides purpose for living and is an essen-
tial contributor to a person’s subjective well-being and physical health. In cir-
cumstances when an important life goal has become unattainable, however, a 
person’s sense of meaning can be threatened. Th e person may experience high 
levels of psychological distress and the associated negative consequences on 
physical health. In such situations, we argue that a person needs to engage in 
adaptive self-regulation processes that allow disengagement from the unat-
tainable goal and reengagement in other meaningful goals and activities. 
Th ose people who are better able to disengage from unattainable goals and 
engage in other new goals should be more likely to maintain a sense of purpose 
in life, and thereby prevent distress and physical health problems, than people 
who have more diffi  culty with goal disengagement and goal reengagement. 

Self-Regulation of Personal Goals

Th eories of self-regulation suggest that personality processes involved in 
the pursuit of personal goals play an important role in individuals’ quality 
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of life (Carver & Scheier, 1981, 1998; Emmons, 1986; Heckhausen & Schulz, 
1995; Heckhausen, Wrosch, & Schulz, 2010). From this perspective, goals are 
important because they are the building blocks that structure people’s lives 
and imbue life with purpose, both in the short run and on a long-term basis 
(Heckhausen, 1999; Ryff , 1989). In a very real sense, goals provide the impetus 
for action, give life its direction, and help to defi ne who the person is. Further, 
to create adaptive outcomes, it is important that people adopt goals that are 
attainable and highly valued. In support of this assumption, a large body of 
research deriving from expectancy-value models of motivation (see Atkinson, 
1964; Feather, 1982; Vroom, 1964) has demonstrated that people prefer pursu-
ing goals that are both attainable and valued. Moreover, people who pursue 
personally meaningful goals experience greater psychological well-being (e.g., 
emotional well-being, low depression, or low perceived stress) and physical 
health, as compared with people who are engaged in less valued goal pursuits 
(Scheier et  al., 2006). Th us, valued goals are important. Th ey contribute to 
adaptive behaviors, fostering subjective well-being and physical health.

How do goals promote action and contribute to a good quality of life? 
Self-regulation theories assume that these processes form feedback loops, 
with goals providing important reference values for the person’s behaviors 
(Carver & Scheier, 1981, 1998). A feedback loop consists of four elements—an 
input function, a reference value, a comparator, and an output function (see 
Figure 24.1; cf. G. A. Miller, Galanter, & Pribram, 1960). 

In such a feedback loop, the input represents a person’s perception, which 
is compared to a reference value (i.e., a goal) by means of the comparator. Th e 
output refl ects a person’s (behavioral) response, which is tied to the result of 
the comparison process. In discrepancy-reducing or negative feedback loops, 
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Goal,
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reference value Comparator

Effect on
environment

Disturbance

Input function

Figure 24.1 Schematic depiction of a feedback loop.
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if the comparison does not detect a discrepancy between the input and the 
goal, the output does not change. If the comparison yields a discrepancy, how-
ever, the output changes, typically with the aim to reduce the perceived dis-
crepancy. Th is process is targeted at approaching desired goals. We note that 
there are also discrepancy-enlarging or positive feedback loops. Th is happens 
when a person tries to increase a discrepancy between the input and a goal 
(typically if a person’s goal is to avoid a negative outcome; see Elliot & Sheldon, 
1997). In addition, feedback loops can be functionally organized in a hierar-
chical system (Powers, 1973), in which the output of a higher level feedback 
loop infl uences the reference value of a lower level feedback loop. However, 
positive loops and hierarchiality are not of primary importance for this chap-
ter and are thus not discussed in more detail.

Th e preceding discussion makes clear that meaningful goals play an 
important role in adaptive self-regulation. However, a problem may occur 
when people experience diffi  culty attaining a goal they have set, such as not 
fi nishing a project on time, being unable to fi x a problem, or not being able to 
fi nd the time to go on a long-desired vacation. In such situations, when failure 
to make progress toward an important goal is encountered, people are likely 
to experience emotional distress. Th us, goal progress is functionally related 
to a person’s emotional experiences (Carver & Scheier, 1990, 1998). Th is rela-
tionship is important because distress can compromise a person’s physical 
health (Cohen, 1996). Stressful encounters trigger processes in the endocrine, 
immune, metabolic, and central nervous systems (e.g., cortisol disturbances 
of excessive infl ammation) and thereby make people more vulnerable to the 
development of physical disease (Dickerson & Kemeny, 2004; Heim, Ehlert, & 
Hellhammer, 2000; Lupien et al., 1998; G. E. Miller, Chen, & Zhou, 2007; G. E. 
Miller & Wrosch, 2007; Willerson & Ridker, 2004).

Th us, people may need to adjust to the absence of goal progress to prevent 
the adverse downstream consequences for their psychological and physical 
health. Th eories of self-regulation suggest that two categories of responses 
are involved in the management of failure in goal pursuits (Carver & Scheier, 
1990, 1998; Kukla, 1972; Wright  & Brehm, 1989). As depicted in Figure 
24.2, the adaptive value of these two categories of responses should depend 
on a person’s opportunities to attain the threatened goal in the future (see 
also Heckhausen & Schulz, 1995; Wrosch, Dunne, Scheier, & Schulz, 2006; 
Wrosch & Heckhausen, 1999). 

One category of responses consists of continued engagement with one’s 
goal and continued investing of eff ort. Th is response occurs if the person’s 
expectations for goal attainment remain suffi  ciently positive. Continued eff ort 
can, in this case, promote positive outcomes if the opportunities for future 
goal attainment are favorable. In fact, in many situations people can over-
come goal failure if they invest more eff ort, strengthen their psychological 
commitment toward, or fi nd an alternative path to realizing the threatened 
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goal (e.g., Bandura, 1997; Heckhausen, 1999). Th us, continued goal engage-
ment should be adaptive as long as the goal is still within reach. 

At times, however, it may not be possible to make further progress toward 
a desired goal because the opportunities for goal progress have become cur-
tailed and the goal itself is unattainable. In such situations, a person may be 
more doubtful about future goal success and engage in a second category 
of self-regulation responses, aimed at goal disengagement and the pursuit 
of other meaningful goals (Carver & Scheier, 1990; Scheier & Carver, 2001; 
Wrosch, Scheier, Carver, & Schulz, 2003; Wrosch, Scheier, Miller, et al., 2003; 
Wrosch, Miller, Scheier, & Brun de Pontet, 2007). Th ese processes of adap-
tive goal adjustment keep a person engaged in the pursuit of meaningful and 
attainable goals. Th ey are the focus of this chapter.

Managing Unattainable Goals

Unfortunately, having a goal that can no longer be attained is a common expe-
rience in life. For example, research among college students has shown that 
young adults experience almost fi ve unattainable and valued goals over a time 
span of fi ve years (Wrosch, Scheier, Miller, Schulz, & Carver, 2003). Of impor-
tance, this fi nding was replicated in a more heterogeneous sample of young 
and older adults from diff erent socioeconomic backgrounds (Bauer, 2004). 
Th us, people confront on average one valued but unattainable goal each year. 
Th is suggests that unattainable goals are a common and therefore important 
psychological phenomenon.

Goals may be unattainable for diff erent reasons. For example, a person may 
select an unrealistic goal that is beyond the person’s capacities and for that 
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Figure 24.2 Adaptive self-regulation of diffi culty with goal attainment.
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reason will never be attained (e.g., running a world record without having the 
necessary athletic skills). In addition, goals that were realistic and attainable 
at some point in a person’s life may become unattainable over time. Th is may 
be caused by the occurrence of critical life events or age-related declines in 
the opportunities to attain a goal. An accident, unemployment, or growing 
older may render impossible the pursuit of a given goal—for example, stay-
ing in good health, buying a house, or having your own children. Finally, 
there are situations in which a person can no longer pursue a goal because 
the person needs to focus time and energy on the pursuit of more important 
and resource-intensive goals. For example, a person may no longer be able 
to pursue such valued leisure goals as seeing friends, going to the movies, or 
exercising because the person has to invest all available time and energy in the 
pursuit of such other goals as establishing a career or caring for a sick child 
that needs intensive care (Wrosch, Scheier, Carver, et al., 2003).

Regardless of why a goal becomes unattainable, having an unattainable 
goal may create a crisis for a person’s sense of meaning because the desired 
outcome related to the person’s overall sense of self or identity is no lon-
ger attainable. As discussed earlier, a person who cannot make progress 
toward a desired goal is likely to experience declines in subjective well-being 
(Carver & Scheier, 1990, 1998). In turn, the negative emotional consequences 
resulting from the experience of unattainable goals may infl uence a person’s 
physical health (Wrosch, Miller, et al., 2007). Th us, having unattainable goals 
may not only compromise people’s subjective well-being but also their physi-
cal health.

We have argued that people can avoid the negative psychological and 
physical consequences that result from the experience of unattainable goals if 
they engage in a form of adaptive self-regulation other than continued eff ort 
(Carver  & Scheier, 1990; Wrosch, Miller, Scheier, & Brun de Pontet, 2007; 
Wrosch, Scheier, Miller, et al., 2003). More specifi cally, people can thrive in 
circumstances where valued goals have become unattainable if they are able 
to adjust their goals. Th is process should help maintain a sense of meaning in 
life and keeps a person engaged in the pursuit of valued activities. Th ereby, it 
should further contribute to the person’s psychological and physical health.

We have further suggested that goal adjustment involves two processes. 
First, a person needs to disengage from the unattainable goal. To disengage 
successfully, a person needs to withdraw eff ort and commitment from pur-
suing that goal (Wrosch, Scheier, Miller, et  al., 2003). Goal disengagement 
should be adaptive because it prevents the person from experiencing the nega-
tive emotional consequences of repeated goal failure. In addition, successful 
goal disengagement should free resources that can be invested in the pursuit 
of other important goals (for benefi cial eff ects of disengagement, see also 
Brandtstädter & Renner, 1990; Carver & Scheier, 1990, 1998; Heckhausen & 
Schulz, 1995; Klinger, 1975; Nesse, 2000). 
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Th e second process is that a person who confronts an unattainable goal 
needs to reengage goal-directed eff orts elsewhere. To reengage successfully, 
a person needs to identify, commit to, and start to pursue alternative goals 
(Wrosch, Scheier, Miller, et al., 2003). Goal reengagement should help a person 
maintain a sense of purpose in life and buff er the negative emotions associated 
with the inability to make progress toward a desired goal.

In support of this argument, research has shown that people vary widely in 
their reactions to unattainable goals and that abandoning unattainable goals 
may help preserve a person’s subjective well-being. Wrosch and Heckhausen 
(1999), for example, studied groups of younger and older persons who had 
recently experienced a separation from their spouses. It was assumed that the 
older persons in the study would face sharply reduced opportunities for estab-
lishing a new intimate relationship, thereby making disengagement from the 
general domain of partnership-related goals adaptive for older persons. Th e 
results showed that older persons in the study had disengaged from partner-
ship goals more fully than had younger persons, as refl ected in the number of 
partnership goals they reported. In addition, longitudinal data showed that 
deactivation of partnership goals predicted improvement of emotional well-
being in older participants (Wrosch & Heckhausen, 1999).

Another prototypical example of such a situation in early midlife is the 
biological clock of childbearing. Heckhausen, Wrosch, and Fleeson (2001) 
studied women who had passed the deadline for having their own children. 
Among women whose biological clock had run out, those who failed to dis-
engage from the goal of having their own children reported particularly high 
levels of depressive symptomatology.

In a similar vein, Tunali and Power (1993) examined how parents cope 
with the stress of having handicapped children. Th e researchers argued that 
when people are in such an inescapable situation, where their basic needs 
are threatened, they may “redefi ne what constitutes fulfi llment of that need, 
and  …  develop alternative means of achieving it” (Tunali  & Power, 1993, 
p. 950). Consistent with this line of reasoning, Tunali and Power (1993) found 
that mothers of autistic children tended to downgrade the importance of 
career success in defi ning their life satisfaction and upgrade the importance 
of being a good parent in comparison to mothers who did not have an autistic 
child (cf. Carver & Scheier, 2000; Sprangers & Schwartz, 1999). Rated impor-
tance of being a successful parent was also strongly related to life satisfaction 
among the mothers of autistic children.

Related research by the Leventhals and their colleagues (Duke, Leventhal, 
Brownlee, & Leventhal, 2002) also documents the benefi cial eff ects of goal reen-
gagement. Th ey studied a group of older adults, some of whom had to abandon 
physical activities because of health-related problems. Persons who replaced lost 
activities with new activities had higher positive aff ect one year aft er the onset 
of their illness than did those individuals who did not replace the activities. 
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Th ere is also a body of research examining the roles played by goal disen-
gagement and the pursuit of other new goals in the management of life regrets 
(for a review, see Wrosch et al., 2006). In this regard, it is important to bear 
in mind that it usually becomes more and more diffi  cult to undo the nega-
tive consequences of regretted behaviors as people advance in age (e.g., having 
married the wrong person or having not become a lawyer; Wrosch, Bauer, & 
Scheier, 2005; Wrosch & Heckhausen, 2002). Intense regret has been shown to 
contribute to older adults’ biological dysregulation and physical health prob-
lems (Wrosch, Bauer, Miller, & Lupien, 2007). Th us, to adaptively regulate the 
experience of regret, older adults need to disengage from trying to undo the 
consequences of their regretted behaviors and take up new goals. 

In support of this argument, research has shown that older adults who 
failed to disengage from the eff ort to undo regretted behaviors and who had 
only a small number of goals to pursue in the future experienced particularly 
intense levels of regret and low levels of subjective well-being (e.g., depression 
or life satisfaction). In addition, the data were consistent with the idea that the 
adverse eff ects on compromised levels of subjective well-being mediated older 
adults’ physical health problems (Wrosch et al., 2005). Finally, recent exper-
imental research has demonstrated that engaging older adults in processes 
that support goal disengagement (e.g., making self-protective attributions and 
social comparisons; Bauer, Wrosch,  & Jobin, 2008; Wrosch  & Heckhausen, 
2002), as well as the pursuit of other meaningful goals, can buff er an adverse 
eff ect of intense regret on the older adults’ sleeping problems over time 
(Wrosch, Bauer, et al., 2007).

Th ese studies document that abandoning unattainable goals and engaging 
in new goals can be adaptive and protect individuals from experiencing the 
negative eff ects of goal failure on their subjective well-being. It is important 
to note, however, that the work discussed thus far has focused on very specifi c 
goals (e.g., having a child, undoing the consequences of a regretted behav-
ior, or building a new intimate relationship). It is also possible that there may 
be broader individual diff erences in goal regulation tendencies that aff ect the 
manner in which a person reacts and adjusts to unattainable goals. Stated dif-
ferently, people may also vary more generally in their ability to adjust to unat-
tainable goals, and individual diff erences in these capacities may determine 
how a person adjusts to the experience of an unattainable goal. 

In this regard, we have argued that there may exist individual diff erences in 
people’s general goal adjustment capacities. Some people might be better able 
than others to disengage from unattainable goals and reengage in alternative 
goals, regardless of the specifi c nature of the goals in question. Moreover, we 
have proposed that such individual diff erences can predict a person’s qual-
ity of life (Wrosch, Scheier, Miller, et al., 2003; Wrosch, Miller, et al., 2007). 
People who are generally better able to abandon unattainable goals and to 
reengage in other meaningful activities should experience greater subjective 
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well-being and better physical health than do people who have a more diffi  cult 
time adjusting to their unattainable goals.

To start examining these propositions empirically, we developed a self-
report instrument (Wrosch, Scheier, Miller, et al., 2003). Th is instrument con-
tains 10 items that measure how people usually react if they can no longer 
pursue an important goal. Four items measure a person’s tendency to disen-
gage from unattainable goals (e.g., “it’s easy for me to reduce my eff ort toward 
the goal”) and six items measure the tendency to reengage in other new goals 
(e.g., “I start working on other new goals”). Th e items on these scales were 
written to refl ect the components of goal disengagement and goal reengage-
ment identifi ed earlier—that is, withdrawal of eff ort and commitment with 
respect to goal disengagement; and the identifi cation of, commitment to, and 
pursuit of alternative goals with respect to goal reengagement. Both scales are 
internally reliable and predict relevant outcome variables in a number of stud-
ies, which are discussed in more detail in the next section (Miller & Wrosch, 
2007; Wrosch, Miller, et  al., 2007; Wrosch, Scheier, Miller, et  al., 2003). In 
addition, the eff ects of these self-regulation tendencies have been shown to 
be statistically independent of other coping constructs (e.g., assimilation and 
accommodation; Brandtstädter & Renner, 1990) and the personality traits of 
the fi ve-factor model (Goldberg, 1992). Th is fi nding lends empirical support 
to the idea that individual diff erences in goal disengagement and goal reen-
gagement tendencies are meaningful and independent predictors of a person’s 
quality of life.

Goal Adjustment Capacities and Subjective Well-Being

A fi rst set of empirical studies addressed the infl uence of general goal disen-
gagement and goal reengagement capacities on indicators of subjective well-
being. One study examined undergraduate students making the transition 
to college (Wrosch, Scheier, Miller, et  al., 2003, Study 1). We reasoned that 
this transition may involve multiple potential losses, such as leaving friends 
and family behind at home, and an increased potential for failure experiences 
related to academic pursuits. Th us, students are likely to experience that some 
of their previously valued goals have become unattainable. In turn, students 
who are not able to adjust their goals may experience low levels of subjective 
well-being, whereas students who are better able to disengage and to engage 
in new goals may be protected from the potentially adverse emotional eff ects 
of this life transition. 

In support of the hypotheses, this study showed that the capacity to with-
draw eff ort and commitment from unattainable goals was related to lower lev-
els of perceived stress and intrusive thoughts and to high levels of self-mastery. 
In addition, students who were able to reengage in alternative goals reported 
lower levels of perceived stress and intrusive thoughts as well as higher levels 
of purpose in life and self-mastery. Further, there was an interaction between 
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goal disengagement and goal reengagement in predicting indicators of sub-
jective well-being. Among students who reported diffi  culty disengaging from 
unattainable goals, those individuals with a higher capacity to reengage 
reported greater self-mastery and less perceived stress than did those less able 
to reengage. Th is pattern suggests that goal reengagement can buff er the nega-
tive eff ects of inability to disengage on subjective well-being. 

Another study examined goal adjustment tendencies in a particularly 
stressful situation that could be expected to constrain important life goals 
(Wrosch, Scheier, Miller, et al., 2003, Study 3). Parents of children who had 
been diagnosed with cancer were compared with parents of physically healthy 
children. It was expected that the parents whose children had been diagnosed 
with cancer might have to redefi ne some of their goal priorities. In such a situ-
ation, goal disengagement and goal reengagement should be very important, 
given that the parents are forced to abandon certain goals they had adopted 
for themselves and their families in order to direct resources to this imme-
diate challenge (e.g., giving up on work goals to spend more time with the 
sick children). In support of our assumptions, goal disengagement and goal 
reengagement tendencies were associated with fewer depressive symptoms, 
particularly among parents of children with cancer (Wrosch, Scheier, Miller, 
et al., 2003). In fact, among those parents of children with cancer who were 
better able to adjust to unattainable goals, depression scores were almost as 
low as the scores of parents of healthy children. Th ese results are consistent 
with the idea that goal adjustment tendencies become particularly important 
in regulating well-being in the midst of stressors that are likely to interfere 
with previously established goal-directed activities.

In another study, Bauer (2004) examined the association between unat-
tainable goals, goal adjustment tendencies, and positive and negative aff ect in 
a sample of adults. Th e participants were asked to report all the goals that were 
important to them and that became unattainable during the past fi ve years. 
Unattainable goals exerted a cumulative eff ect on subjective well-being: As 
the number of unattainable goals increased, individuals reported lower levels 
of well-being. Moreover, adaptive goal disengagement predicted signifi cantly 
lower levels of negative aff ect but were unrelated to individual diff erences in 
positive aff ect. Conversely, adaptive goal reengagement tendencies predicted 
high levels of positive aff ect but were not associated with negative aff ect. 
Finally, the study found a signifi cant interaction eff ect between the capacity 
to disengage and the frequency of unattainable goals on negative aff ect. More 
specifi cally, having a high number of unattainable goals related to higher lev-
els of negative aff ect, but only among those individuals who experienced dif-
fi culty disengaging from unattainable goals (Bauer, 2004). 

Evidence for diff erential eff ects of goal disengagement and goal reengage-
ment on a person’s mood was also found in a recent longitudinal study of 
adolescent girls (Wrosch  & Miller, 2009). In this study, participants who 
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reported an increase in their goal disengagement capacities over the fi rst year 
of study experienced a decline in their depressive mood over the subsequent 
six months. Th is eff ect was not obtained for participants’ goal reengagement 
capacities, suggesting that goal disengagement contributes to relieving nega-
tive aff ect to a greater extent than does goal reengagement.

In another longitudinal study of older adults, we also examined the infl u-
ence of goal adjustment capacities on subjective well-being over time. Th is 
study predicted changes in depressive symptomatology over a time span 
of two years (Dunne, Wrosch,  & Miller, 2009). Th e fi ndings showed that 
the depression scores among older adults signifi cantly increased over time. 
However, this association was dependent on participants’ goal disengagement 
capacities. Whereas older adults with poor goal disengagement capacities 
experienced a strong increase in depressive symptoms over time, depressive 
symptoms did not increase over time among older adults with adaptive levels 
of goal disengagement capacities. Goal reengagement capacities were statisti-
cally unrelated to changes in depressive symptoms.

We also collected cross-sectional data in a sample of older adults that 
directly address the associations between goal adjustment tendencies and 
purpose. As a measure of purpose, we administered the Life Engagement Test 
(LET; Scheier et al., 2006). In this study, adaptive levels of both goal disengage-
ment and goal reengagement tendencies were associated with higher levels of 
purpose. In this regard, we note that the data also suggest that the associa-
tion between goal reengagement and purpose was stronger than the associa-
tion between goal disengagement and purpose, a fi nding that we had already 
observed in an earlier study using Ryff ’s (1989) measure of purpose in life 
(Wrosch, Scheier, Miller, et al., 2003, Study 1). Moreover, the pattern of fi nd-
ings was consistent with the idea that the benefi cial eff ects of goal adjustment 
tendencies on low levels of depressive symptoms and perceived stress were 
mediated by purpose in life (Wrosch & Scheier, 2007). We fi nd these fi ndings 
very provocative because they suggest that being able to adjust to unattainable 
goals can help maintain a person’s purpose in life and may thereby contribute 
to high levels of subjective well-being (Klinger, 1977). 

Further evidence for this idea has been reported by Aviram (2009). In a 
study of older adults, she showed that baseline levels of goal reengagement 
tendencies (but not goal disengagement tendencies) predicted high levels of 
purpose in life two years later. In addition, the eff ect of goal reengagement 
tendencies on purpose mediated subsequent levels of physical health in that 
high levels of purpose were associated with a less pronounced increase of dif-
fi culties with instrumental activities of daily living over time.

Evidence that adaptive goal adjustment can provide purpose for living has 
also been reported in a cross-sectional study of 255 students from Scotland 
(O’Connor & Forgan, 2007). In that study, the authors related goal adjustment 
capacities to the frequency of suicidal thoughts. Th e fi ndings showed that 
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students who had diffi  culty fi nding and pursuing new goals when unattain-
able goals are encountered reported more suicidal thoughts than did students 
who had an easier time with goal reengagement. Goal disengagement tenden-
cies were not related to the frequency of suicidal thoughts.

In a somewhat diff erent approach, we examined whether goal adjustment 
capacities may lead to adaptive behaviors that can be expected to foster posi-
tive outcomes and well-being within the social setting of a family business. 
In this study, the business owners were approaching normative retirement 
age and were confronted with the task of transmitting their business to the 
next generation (typically their children). Th is does not seem to be an easy 
task: Research suggests that family businesses oft en fail in the transmission 
processes because the incumbents are hesitant to give up control and retire 
(e.g., Ward, 1987). Our research supports this argument by documenting that 
the incumbents’ objective control over the business does not strongly decline 
when the successors gain more control over the business (Brun de Pontet, 
Wrosch, & Gagne, 2007). It is important to note, however, that not all fam-
ily businesses fail in this process. We therefore reasoned that there may be 
individual diff erences in business owners’ goal adjustment capacities that may 
facilitate the process of intergeneration business transmission.

Data from this longitudinal study of family business owners show that 
adaptive goal disengagement tendencies were associated with more favorable 
expectations about life aft er retirement (e.g., retirement as an opportunity to 
contribute in new ways to the community or to spend time with family and 
friends) and predicted an increase in retirement expectations over time (Brun 
de Pontet, Wrosch, & Gagne, 2008). In addition, adaptive goal disengagement 
was associated with concrete steps taken toward retirement and increased the 
steps taken toward retirement over time. Of interest is that the cross-sectional 
eff ects of goal disengagement were found only among struggling businesses. 
In this regard, research from the business arena has documented that entre-
preneurs oft en have diffi  culty disengaging from business goals when they face 
a failing course of action, a phenomenon that has been described as entrap-
ment (Brockner, 1992). Th e reported data suggest that in such circumstances, 
goal disengagement capacities may be become particularly important. Th ey 
support behaviors that should contribute to the well-being and health of a 
business.

In sum, research on goal adjustment and indicators of subjective well-being 
has demonstrated in cross-sectional, quasi-experimental, and longitudinal 
studies that adaptive levels of goal adjustment tendencies can be associated 
with high levels of subjective well-being. In addition, the pursuit of new goals 
may buff er an adverse eff ect of diffi  culty with goal disengagement on a per-
son’s subjective well-being. Finally, the fi ndings suggest a diff erential pattern, 
one in which goal disengagement tendencies oft en show a stronger eff ect on 
negative indicators of subjective well-being (e.g., low negative aff ect or low 
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depression), whereas goal reengagement tendencies seem to be more closely 
related to positive indicators of subjective well-being (e.g., positive aff ect or 
purpose in life). Th is result may not be surprising, given that the main func-
tion of goal disengagem ent is to prevent the experience of emotional distress 
associated with a person’s inability to make progress toward attaining impor-
tant life goals. Th e primary function of goal reengagement, by contrast, is to 
provide purpose for living, which should be more likely to lead to increases in 
positive aspects of a persons’ subjective well-being.

We note, however, that the studies discussed also suggest some deviations 
from this pattern of diff erential eff ects on positive and negative indicators of 
subjective well-being. Th ese deviations may be a result of secondary func-
tions of goal adjustment tendencies, in which goal disengagement may free 
resources that facilitate the pursuit of new purposeful goals, and thus goal 
reengagement may reduce the distress associated with not being able to make 
further progress toward an important but unattainable goal (for a more com-
prehensive discussion, see Wrosch, Miller, et al., 2007).

Goal Adjustment Capacities and Physical Health

We have also examined whether goal adjustment tendencies can infl uence 
indicators of physical health. As discussed earlier, we reasoned that such 
an association may emerge because the emotional distress from failed goal 
adjustment may trigger patterns of biological dysregulation in the immune 
or endocrine systems, for example, that increase a person’s vulnerability to 
disease (for relations between distress, biological dysregulation, and physi-
cal health, see Dickerson & Kemeny, 2004; Heim et al., 2000; Kiecolt-Glaser, 
McGuire, Robles, & Glaser, 2002; McEwen, 1998; Miller, Chen, & Zhou, 2007; 
Segerstrom & Miller, 2004). 

We started to examine this hypothesis in a heterogeneous and cross-
sectional study of adults. We related participants’ goal disengagement and goal 
reengagement tendencies to the number of reported physical health problems 
(e.g., eczema, migraine headaches, constipation; Wrosch, Miller, et al., 2007, 
Study 1). In support of our hypotheses, participants who were better able to let 
go of unattainable goals reported fewer health problems than did those who 
had more diffi  culty disengaging from unattainable goals. Goal reengagement, 
by contrast, did not relate to physical health problems. 

Th e results from this study were also consistent with the assumption that 
subjective well-being can mediate the link between goal adjustment and phys-
ical health. Adaptive goal disengagement related to lower levels of depressive 
symptoms, and depressive symptoms predicted participants’ physical health 
problems. It is important to note that when the eff ect of goal disengagement 
on physical health was controlled for depressive symptomatology, goal dis-
engagement no longer signifi cantly predicted participants’ physical health 
problems. 
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Th e associations between goal adjustment tendencies and health-relevant 
biological variables were further examined in another sample of adults 
(Wrosch, Miller, et al., 2007, Study 2). Th is study included an assessment of 
participants’ diurnal rhythms of cortisol secretion, a biological process that 
is widely thought to be a gateway through which distress increases vulner-
ability to clinical illness. Persons facing severe and long-term stressors oft en 
exhibit a fl attened diurnal rhythm, characterized by low morning output and/
or the failure to reduce secretion as the day progresses (e.g., Heim et al., 2000; 
Miller, Cohen, & Ritchey, 2002). Th ere is also evidence that fl attened diurnal 
cortisol rhythms are prognostic of adverse physical health outcomes (Heim 
et al., 2000; Matthews, Schwartz, Cohen, & Seeman, 2006; Sephton, Sapolsky, 
Kraemer, & Spiegel, 2000; Smyth et al., 1997). On the basis of these fi ndings, 
we expected that participants who are better able to let go of unattainable 
goals and reengage in alternative goals would show a more normative (i.e., 
steeper) slope in diurnal cortisol secretion than would those who have more 
diffi  culties adjusting to unattainable goals.

Th e results showed that adaptive goal disengagement tendencies were 
associated with a steeper of slope of cortisol secretion over the day. As in the 
previously discussed study, goal reengagement did not relate to indicators of 
physical health. Of interest to us is that further analyses of the disengagement 
data found that diff erences in cortisol secretion as a function of goal disen-
gagement occurred in the day and evening hours and not the morning hours 
(Wrosch, Miller, et al., 2007, Study 2). Our theoretical perspective holds that 
individual diff erences in goal adjustment tendencies should be particularly 
infl uential when people confront unattainable goals. Th us, it is not surpris-
ing that the infl uence of these tendencies is not large during the early morn-
ing hours, before people start their normal activities. As the day progresses, 
however, and people try to do what they set out to do, they may encounter 
situations in which goal attainment is diffi  cult or impossible. Th us, unattain-
able goals are more likely to emerge later in the day, and diff erences in goal 
disengagement tendencies become important only then. 

We have also examined the infl uence of goal adjustment tendencies on 
health-relevant variables in a sample of adolescent girls (Miller  & Wrosch, 
2007). Adolescents are a particularly interesting group in which to study 
goal adjustment. Th ey are actively engaged in forming identities (Markus & 
Nurius, 1986), which oft en entails pursuing goals that later prove to be unre-
alizable. To evaluate the health impact of goal adjustment, we examined 
changes in C-reactive protein (CRP), a marker of systemic infl ammation, 
over three measurement points spanning approximately one year of time. Th e 
immune system typically launches an infl ammatory response when it detects 
an infection or injury, with the goal of eliminating pathogens and repairing 
tissue damage. Th e magnitude and duration of this process must, however, 
be carefully regulated because excessive infl ammation may cause numerous 
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medical conditions, among them long-term risk for diabetes or heart disease 
(Dandona, Aljada, Chaudhuri, Mohanty, & Garg, 2005; Willerson & Ridker, 
2004). Given that psychological distress can contribute to excessive infl amma-
tion (Miller & Blackwell, 2006), we reasoned that goal adjustment capacities 
may be functionally associated with adaptive (i.e., lower) levels of C-reactive 
protein.

Th is study found that goal disengagement tendencies were associated with 
longitudinal trajectories of systemic infl ammation (Miller & Wrosch, 2007). 
Among participants with poor disengagement capacities, levels of C-reactive 
protein increased twice as fast as it did for those with average disengagement 
capacities. In addition, levels of C-reactive protein even declined slightly 
among participants who had an easier time disengaging from unattainable 
goals (Miller & Wrosch, 2007). Similar to the previously discussed studies, 
goal reengagement tendencies were not related to trajectories of systemic 
infl ammation. Th ese fi ndings are important because they show that goal dis-
engagement tendencies predict changes over time in a clinically important 
biomarker. Because they were obtained prospectively in a sample of healthy 
young women, these data also bolster our confi dence that goal adjustment is 
shaping health-related processes, rather than vice versa.

Th e hypothesis that goal adjustment can predict indicators of physical 
health was further tested in another longitudinal study, following a group 
of college students over the course of one semester (Wrosch, Miller, et  al., 
2007, Study 3). Th e study assessed goal adjustment tendencies at the begin-
ning of the term and predicted self-reported physical health indicators (e.g., 
health symptoms, cold symptoms, sleep problems) at the end of the term. 
In addition, emotional well-being and life satisfaction were measured at the 
beginning and the end of the semester. Consistent with the previous studies, 
adaptive goal disengagement tendencies were associated with fewer health 
symptoms and better sleep effi  ciency at the end of the semester. Th ere was 
no main eff ect of goal reengagement, although the fi ndings did suggest evi-
dence of a buff ering eff ect of goal reengagement in that goal reengagement 
reduced the negative consequences of failure to disengage on participants’ 
cold symptoms. Finally, the study provided further support for the mediating 
role of subjective well-being. Adaptive goal disengagement tendencies related 
to fewer increases in emotional distress across the course of the semester, 
and the eff ects of goal disengagement on changes in distress statistically 
explained the associations between goal disengagement and indicators of 
physical health.

Together, these studies demonstrate that individual diff erences in goal 
adjustment tendencies can be associated with physical health indicators. 
Failure in goal disengagement was shown to predict maladaptive levels of 
health-relevant biological processes (e.g., increased levels of cortisol secretion 
or systemic infl ammations), which may increase a person’s vulnerability to 
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developing a clinical disease. In addition, diffi  culty with goal disengagement 
was associated with the occurrence of physical health problems (e.g., cold 
symptoms and physical health problems). Moreover, the fi ndings suggest that 
the eff ects of failed goal disengagement on a person’s physical health problems 
can be mediated by the experience of emotional distress.

Of importance, these studies did not show the same health eff ects for goal 
reengagement tendencies. Th at is, the main eff ect of goal reengagement was 
not related to health-relevant biological processes or physical health problems. 
We suggest that this may be a result of the previously discussed diff erential 
eff ect of goal adjustment tendencies on positive and negative indicators of 
subjective well-being. Presence of negative emotions may take a greater toll 
on a person’s physical health than absence of positive emotions (for eff ects of 
positive and negative events and emotions on physical health, see Pressman & 
Cohen, 2005; Taylor, 1991). Th us, it is not surprising that goal disengagement 
tendencies can be a particularly strong predictor of physical health because 
the capacity to let go of unattainable goals seems to have a stronger eff ect on 
preventing the experience of emotional distress. We note, however, that the 
fi ndings also showed that goal reengagement tendencies have the potential to 
buff er an adverse eff ect of failed goal disengagement on some physical health 
problems. Th is possibility implies that benefi cial health eff ects of goal reen-
gagement tendencies may be more complex and need to be further examined 
in future research (for a more comprehensive discussion, see Wrosch, Miller, 
et al., 2007).

Conclusions

We have argued that the pursuit of valued goals provides purpose for living 
and infl uences behavioral responses that lead to psychological well-being and 
good physical health. However, valued goals may also compromise a person’s 
subjective well-being and physical health if the goals have become unattain-
able. In such situations, people need to engage in adaptive self-regulation to 
maintain their sense of meaning and avoid the negative consequences on their 
subjective well-being and physical health. In particular, processes aimed at 
goal disengagement and goal reengagement can prevent the adverse eff ects of 
unattainable goals on a person’s quality of life. 

In support of these arguments, research demonstrates that people who are 
better able to let go of unattainable goals tend to experience lower levels of 
emotional distress than do people who have more diffi  culty with goal disen-
gagement. Th is process was further shown to mediate adaptive levels of bio-
logical functioning and physical health. Goal reengagement capacities were 
also shown to predict higher levels of subjective well-being. In general, goal 
reengagement seems not to be associated with physical health outcomes or 
important health indicators, although there is some minimal evidence that 
goal reengagement can buff er the health-damaging eff ects of the failure to 
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disengage. Th e relationship between goal reengagement and physical health 
needs to be studied more fully in the future. 
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Personal transformations can be set in motion by intensely aff ective experi-
ences that lead to revisions in the way individuals think of themselves, their 
worlds, the future, the universe and their place in it, human nature, good, 
and a variety of other matters. All of these diverse assumptions and beliefs 
are bound together in a narrative that can be revised at various times in life. 
Some experiences can challenge fundamental beliefs and the life narrative, 
and sometime those experiences can also produce major revisions of this nar-
rative. What are the characteristics of these transformative experiences, and 
how do they change the sense of the meaning of one’s life? We have focused 
much of our work on the power of intensely negative events to change the 
life narrative in ways that incorporate these events as turning points in life. 
Life narratives also change through other experiences, however, whether posi-
tive experiences, spiritual experiences, or something else. Th ose experiences 
that are designed to create changes (e.g., therapeutic encounters), those that 
contain some form of initiation (e.g., in military training, religious groups, 
youth gangs), or simple maturation may also produce positive change. In 
this chapter we will consider some of the similarities and diff erences among 
these kinds of transformations. We will focus on apparently positive trans-
formations that yield more meaningful living, a sense of purpose, wisdom, or 
similarly described outcomes. But we recognize that experiences that lead to 
negative transformations (e.g., gang initiations) may have elements similar to 
those of the experiences that lead to positive transformations. In this chapter 
we will also add comments and suggestions regarding the current state and 
future of posttraumatic growth research.

Multiple Pathways to the Same Destination

Experiences that lead to positive transformation can have some degree of 
overlap. For example, military training might create a change in identity 
that is quite signifi cant (“I am a soldier now”) and be a fi rst step toward a 
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traumatizing combat experience. In an eff ort to cope, the soldier may receive 
some kind of healing response by becoming part of a religious group or enter-
ing psychotherapy. Positive experiences may be sought out and yet others 
are mixed with the negative experiences. A study of astronauts, for example, 
indicates that the experience of spacefl ight produces positive outcomes simi-
lar to those reported by people who have endured negative experiences (Ihle, 
Ritsher, & Kanas, 2006). Th ese astronauts took on personal challenges, dis-
comfort, and danger in spacefl ight, but it is unclear the degree to which they 
sought transformation or were even surprised by it. In contrast, people who 
enter psychotherapy and experience transformation may be open to change, 
even inviting it.

Transformative events seem to have in common an ability to challenge 
previously held views of one’s life. Events can be defi ned as traumatic to the 
extent that these views are very strongly challenged or shaken and sometimes 
even shattered (Janoff -Bulman, 1992), and therapeutic changes are ushered 
in by challenging old ways of thinking and experiencing as well (the “correc-
tive emotional experience”). Although cognitive therapies specifi cally focus 
on such changes in thinking, other forms of therapy also have this element to 
them. Spiritual or religious experiences can have an element of challenge, sur-
prising people with a focus on sin or eternal love, salvation, or enlightenment. 
Military organizations can also emphasize some of the same focus on personal 
shortcomings and weaknesses, off ering an opportunity to grow stronger, bet-
ter, and be protected. Important interpersonal relationships (McMillen, 2004) 
and normative developmental processes (Aldwin & Levenson, 2004) may also 
serve as the impetus for personal growth. Th ese diff erent catalysts for growth 
are not mutually exclusive. People change in striking, transformative ways 
aft er trauma, but also aft er other kinds of experiences, and usually there are 
overlaps among these experiences. Still, we wonder if the changes wrought by 
trauma are similar to or diff erent from personal growth that is a response to 
other life experiences.

The Struggle With Trauma as an Agent of Positive Change

Our work on posttraumatic growth has led us to continually revise our origi-
nal model (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 2004, 2006; Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1995), and 
so currently (Calhoun, Cann,  & Tedeschi, 2010) we argue for the interplay 
of several classes of variables as potentially central in the likelihood of post-
traumatic growth developing aft er trauma. Th ese variables include, among 
others, (a) cognitive processing, engagement, or rumination; (b) expression 
or disclosure of concerns surrounding traumatic events; (c) reactions of oth-
ers to self-disclosures; (d) sociocultural context in which traumas occur and 
attempts to process, disclose, and resolve take place; (e) survivors’ personal dis-
positions and the degree of resilience; and (6) degree to which events allow for 
the above processes to occur, or the degree to which events suppress them. We 
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have also been examining the degree to which the domains of posttraumatic 
growth, as defi ned by the Posttraumatic Growth Inventory (PTGI; Taku, Cann, 
Calhoun, & Tedeschi, 2008; Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1996), occur cross-culturally 
and the possibility that these diff erent domains of growth might also be associ-
ated with somewhat diff erent processes. Finally, we have been interested in the 
degree to which posttraumatic growth is an ongoing process, what happens to 
people who report such growth aft er a long period of time, and how it may be 
associated with tendencies toward wisdom, satisfaction with life, and sense of 
purpose. Considering such positive aspects of living also suggests, however, that 
there are positive experiences that may be involved in producing such changes.

To What Degree Do People Attribute Growth to Highly 
Stressful Events as Opposed to Positive Experiences?

Th e PTGI (Tedeschi  & Calhoun, 1996) and similar instruments (Joseph, 
Williams, & Yule, 1993; Park, Cohen, & Murch, 1996) that measure growth 
in the aft ermath of challenging, negative events have been questioned as 
perhaps biasing respondents to exaggerate growth, since most of the inven-
tories ask only about positive changes (Tomich  & Helgeson, 2004; Park  & 
Lechner, 2006). Th e kinds of experiences assessed by the PTGI may be found 
in people who are living through normative or positive experiences as well 
(Aldwin & Levenson, 2004). In attempts to address these diff erent issues, 
researchers have created versions of the PTGI that add items that ask about 
negative changes in the aft ermath of events (Baker, Kelly, Calhoun, Cann, & 
Tedeschi, 2008; Gottlieb, Still, & Newby-Clark, 2007). In one study (Gottlieb 
et al., 2007), young adults were asked about personal changes as measured by 
the PTGI and about “declines” that were mirror images of the PTGI items. 
In two studies reported by Baker et  al. (2008), participants were asked to 
report both growth and “depreciation.” For the Gottlieb et al. (2007) study, 
participants could attribute changes to negative events, positive events, or 
ongoing experiences that could not be classed as discrete events. In the Baker 
et al. studies, participants were asked to focus on the consequences of specifi c 
negative events. In both reports, positive changes were reported much more 
oft en than negative changes. Gottlieb et al. reported that growth was attrib-
uted to a variety of events and nonevents, whereas declines were attributed 
more uniformly to negative events. 

Another recent study (Grubbs, 2006) asked participants to focus on 
either highly positive or highly negative life events to report growth on 
the PTGI. Both groups reported similar levels of growth. Th e positive-
events group showed no relationship between growth and the amount of 
rumination about the event, but the negative events group did. Th e pro-
cess by which positive events lead to reports of growth, then, may diff er 
from the process for highly stressful, negative life events. Th is interpre-
tation certainly makes intuitive sense because psychological distress may 
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play a signifi cant role in posttraumatic growth. Without distress to fuel 
attempts to change, what might be happening when persons confront posi-
tive events? Further, are there diff erences in processing and growth among 
events, positive or negative, that are attributed to one’s own actions, those 
of others, or chance? 

Are There Varying Routes to Posttraumatic Growth?

Our evolving model of posttraumatic growth (Calhoun et al., 2010) empha-
sizes cognitive-emotional processes that require people who have suff ered 
trauma to navigate a diffi  cult path to rebuilding a shattered assumptive world. 
Th is process has been described exquisitely by Janoff -Bulman (1992), who has 
proposed three posttraumatic growth processes: strength through suff ering, 
existential reevaluation, and psychological preparedness (2006). Th e latter 
emphasizes the strength of the rebuilt assumptive world to withstand future 
shocks to the system, an inoculation of sorts that we have described with a 
metaphor of how communities rebuild stouter structures in the aft ermath of 
earthquakes (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 1998). Work by Lykins, Segerstrom, Averill, 
Evans, and Kemeny (2007) suggests that processing that elicits posttraumatic 
growth may vary according to qualities of the goals individuals have. Th eir 
studies show that persons with intrinsic goals (e.g., building interpersonal 
relationships, improving the world), as opposed to extrinsic goals (e.g., mak-
ing money, improving one’s appearance), maintained their intrinsic goals 
when asked to refl ect on their own deaths, whereas persons with extrinsic 
goals shift ed toward more intrinsic goals aft er being exposed to a mortality-
salience manipulation that was less emotionally challenging than the death 
refl ection condition. Movement toward growth appears to be an interaction 
between tendencies toward more mature existential approaches to living and 
kinds of emotional-cognitive processing. 

Another area of research that is relevant to cognitive processing that may 
produce the highest levels of personal growth includes the study of life transi-
tions (Bauer & McAdams, 2004). A sample of people who had been through 
career or religious changes described their experiences, and the themes in 
their stories were classifi ed. Th e classifi cation refl ected either intrinsic ver-
sus integrative themes (feeling better about one’s life vs. thinking more com-
plexly about one’s life) and agentic versus communal themes (individual vs. 
collective aspects of personal growth). Persons who had the highest levels of 
ego development and well-being were in the minority, but they were char-
acterized by life transition stories that emphasized integrative and intrin-
sic themes—what they had learned about important personal concerns as 
opposed to just learning anything or having a personally meaningful experi-
ence. In addition, the people with high levels of ego development also empha-
sized integrative and communal themes, that is, gaining new perspectives 
on personal relationships as opposed to just learning more or feeling better 
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about themselves. A focus on learning about close relationships appeared 
to yield the best outcomes. Again, we may be seeing an interaction between 
individual characteristics and processing of experiences that lead to diff erent 
levels of growth. 

Personal characteristics may interact with posttraumatic growth 
(Norlander, von Schedvin,  & Archer, 2005). A group of police offi  cers and 
food product workers, men who were mostly in their 30s, were asked to report 
on the most negative event they had experienced in the past 10 years. Using 
a typology based on positive and negative aff ect, the researchers found that 
persons reporting both high positive and high negative aff ect also reported 
higher scores on the PTGI domains, except for spiritual growth, than did 
persons with low positive aff ect, or persons with high positive aff ect but low 
negative aff ect, who were intermediate scorers. Members of the latter group 
were labeled “self-actualizers” and appeared to be a resilient group that was 
able to recover well, without showing much growth. It appears that nega-
tive aff ect allows for the distress that we have cited as an impetus for growth 
(Tedeschi  & Calhoun, 1995), whereas positive aff ect allows for some posi-
tive changes that contributes to posttraumatic growth. Indeed, measures of 
receptiveness to change and level of stress were both high for the high pos-
itive and negative aff ect group. According to our model, this is the fertile 
ground for growth.

Of interest are the studies by Bauer and McAdams (2004) and Lykins et al. 
(2007), which may or may not be studies of posttraumatic growth. Lykins 
et al. (2007) used an experimental manipulation where people were to imagine 
dying in a fi re, and the transition stories recounted by the participants in the 
Bauer and McAdams (2004) study may not have been particularly traumatic. 
So we do not know the extent to which the results apply to people in real-
life circumstances that are signifi cantly distressing. Th e researchers suggest 
processes that may be operating among persons in the aft ermath of trauma, 
but we cannot be sure. Th eir results may apply to growth processes that are 
operating in less stressful circumstances. 

Constellations and Patterns of Posttraumatic Growth

Although inventories of growth tend to assess more than one dimension, the 
modal way of assessing stress-related growth has been to rely on the total 
score of the measure used. Th is formula has been, and continues to be, an 
important approach to employing quantitative summaries in order to conduct 
specifi c tests of hypotheses. Although available inventories appear to cover 
well the kinds of growth most typically reported by persons who have faced 
major life crises, it is not possible for one single, reasonably short inventory 
to cover all the possible positive changes experienced by all persons, given 
the wide array of tragedies and diffi  culties that human beings can encounter 
(McMillen, 2004; Park & Lechner, 2006).
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An interesting additional area for investigation lies in examining the pos-
sible patterns and constellations of posttraumatic growth. One clear sugges-
tion is the increased utilization of the factor scores, going beyond the simple 
reliance on total scores. As we can attest, it is oft en simpler and easier to 
use a single score of growth than to use multiple scores, and practical cir-
cumstances can place limitations on the feasibility of conducting statisti-
cal analyses with multiple scores rather than just one. But now seems to be 
the time to move to the next step of investigating subsets of posttraumatic 
growth, that is, to use multiple scores and not always rely on a single sum-
mary total score.

In a similar vein, it may be time to begin the search for constellations and 
patterns of growth that may tend to occur within populations facing similar 
challenges, attempting to identify stable patterns that tend to occur across 
problems and perhaps across populations and cultures. It does seem to be 
the case that the particular way in which the constellation of posttraumatic 
growth is manifested can be diff erent for diff erent persons. A report that 
gives insight into this pattern involves a study of family members who lost 
loved ones in a mine explosion (Davis, Wohl, & Verberg, 2007). Th e families 
participated in structured interviews eight years aft er their losses. Responses 
to open-ended questions selected a priori were coded by two of the experts 
conducting the investigation. Th rough the use of a particular statistical meth-
odology, the researchers reduced the responses to three clusters of postloss 
experiences. One group was described as having been able to make sense of 
the loss, to report a benefi t or gain (e.g., a change in public policy), to have 
experienced an increase in inner strength, to have “learned about themselves” 
(p. 704); but members of this group also tended to report the loss of something 
central to their lives. A second group reported that “nothing good had come” 
from the event; members of this group had not thought much about making 
sense or fi nding meaning in the loss, but they reported that “their philoso-
phy of life had changed for the better” (p. 705). Th e third cluster of responses 
was characterized by having found no meaning in the loss, a philosophy of 
life changed for the worse, the loss of some assumptions related to the world 
as being just, and the view that “nothing good had come” (p. 705) from the 
loss. Although Davis et al. (2007) do not characterize their fi ndings in this 
way, it seems that the fi rst two clusters include elements of posttraumatic 
growth, but the third contains no evidence of any kind of growth. An inter-
esting component of these fi ndings is that only individuals whose responses 
were grouped in the third cluster reported a philosophy of life changed for the 
worse. Conversely, the proportion of reports of a positive change in philoso-
phy of life was higher in the fi rst two groups than in the third. Because the 
clusters were derived from questions selected in advance, it is not clear to what 
extent the responses, and consequently the clusters, represent what might 
have occurred naturally. Nonetheless, this study and its fi ndings provide an 
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intriguing suggestion for much additional investigation. For example, when 
growth is experienced in the aft ermath of major loss, what are patterns, con-
stellations, or clusters that best describe the experience?

Posttraumatic Growth and the Infl uence of the 
Immediate Sociocultural Context

One simple question about patterns of posttraumatic growth is the degree to 
which statistically based groupings of inventory items, originally developed 
with samples comprised primarily of North American young adults, are rep-
resentative of the response patterns of persons in stable diff erent samples, even 
across diff erent national and cultural groups. Results from Australia (Morris, 
Shakespeare-Finch, Rieck, & Newbery, 2005) and a Spanish-speaking sample 
from the Americas (Weiss & Berger, 2006) suggest that the fi ve factors origi-
nally reported for the PTGI tend to represent growth in those populations as 
well. However, results from a sample of young persons in Japan showed a four-
factor solution in which Appreciation for Life and Spiritual Change merged 
into a single factor (Taku et al., 2007). 

Th ese various fi ndings suggest two general possibilities for the experience 
in diff erent cultural contexts. From the limited evidence so far, it does seem 
that there is some degree of commonality in the experience of posttraumatic 
growth across diff erent national and cultural samples. But it is also clear that 
between large national and cultural groups, there may be diff erences in the 
ways in which growth from the struggle with crisis is experienced.

Th e behavior of individuals does not occur in a social vacuum. Yet it is 
quite interesting to witness the degree to which psychology, particularly the 
clinical and counseling areas, appears only recently to have discovered the 
important infl uence of culture, group membership, and other sociocultural 
variables. Th is inclusion of broader sociocultural variables in attempts to 
understand the experience of individuals is a welcome renaissance in the fi eld. 
As with all other kinds of human experience, posttraumatic growth occurs in 
the context of macro, distal levels of social infl uences (Brofenbrenner, 1979), 
such as the common mass media of modern Western societies, and perhaps 
more important, in the context of such proximate, micro social infl uences as 
the family, neighborhood, local religious center, and the individual’s other 
multiple primary reference groups. Another needed next step in the study of 
posttraumatic growth, as well as of the experience of the search for mean-
ing in specifi c life crises, is to begin to systematically examine how these fac-
tors may be at play. We (e.g., Calhoun et al., 2010) and others (e.g., Wortman, 
2004) have made some beginning suggestions regarding this possibility. Th e 
investigation of proximate sociocultural factors should include the interplay 
of the individual’s desire and interest to disclose his or her experience with 
major stressors (especially growth themes), the process by which disclosure 
tends to occur, the form it takes, the responses of the proximate groups that 



566 • Th e Human Quest for Meaning

have signifi cant social infl uence over the individual, and the complex, mutual 
infl uence of these factors.

When We Study Posttraumatic Growth to What Degree 
Are We Studying Normative Development?

As is the case with many studies in psychology and related disciplines, in 
studies of posttraumatic growth the participants are oft en university students. 
Although evidence shows that these students are much like their adult coun-
terparts in terms of experiences of traumatic events (Vrana  & Lauterbach, 
1994), these student populations may be unique in other ways that aff ect our 
fi ndings. Arnett (2000) has suggested that in Western countries, the ages 18 
to 25 mark a time of “emerging adulthood” that includes experiences and 
personal projects that are quite distinct from other times in life. Some of 
the aspects of emerging adulthood seem to be particularly salient for stud-
ies of trauma response and certainly for personal growth. Arnett states that 
at this time in life, “independent exploration of life’s possibilities is greater 
for most people than it will be at any other period of the life course” (p. 469). 
What matters most to this age group is the development of character and 
self-suffi  ciency, especially accepting responsibility and making independent 
decisions. Explorations of identity and the changes in worldviews are also 
central to this time in life. Reexamining beliefs and values is important for 
both the college educated and those who are not. If Arnett’s speculations are 
accurate, when we investigate growth in the aft ermath of traumatic events in 
this college-age population, we may be assessing both posttraumatic changes 
and normal developmental processes. Perhaps these participants in our stud-
ies will be experiencing a baseline level of growth that is quite high. To what 
extent will they attribute their growth to trauma or other events, or to a devel-
opmental process they may be aware of? Still, the processes of change and 
growth may be similar across diff erent age groups, but we should carefully 
look at what happens when traumatic events are experienced by persons who 
are relatively inexperienced in living, though most open to change, versus per-
sons with more experience, but for whom change may be more threatening to 
established life investments in relationships, beliefs, and identity. Th is period 
of emerging adulthood may also be a time when people are developing coping 
strategies, given the need to develop self-responsibility and self-suffi  ciency. 
But the data indicate that there may be a decrease in negative coping strategies 
with little increase in positive ones (Aldwin, 2007). A close look at the details 
of how “emerging adults” handle particularly salient positive experiences and 
negative ones may help us understand the signifi cant growth that is associated 
with this time of life. It is particularly telling that most of our military person-
nel are in this age group. 

Fortunately, there are now many studies of posttraumatic growth in which 
the participants were not university or college students but adults older than 
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traditional university age and dealing with a wide array of life challenges. 
Similar results and patterns of fi ndings have been found in those studies as 
well (Val & Linley, 2006). So the concern about the confounding of posttrau-
matic changes with normal developmental changes seems to be assuaged, at 
least in part, by the broad pattern of fi ndings with many diff erent populations.

Individuals do indeed change as the result of development over the life 
span, and so the concern that normal development and posttraumatic growth 
may sometimes be diffi  cult, if not impossible, to disentangle is a legitimate 
point of concern and research attention.

Growth by Every Other Name

Given that we coined the term posttraumatic growth (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 
1996), we of course tend to prefer to use it to label the positive change experi-
enced as the result of the struggle with major life challenges. A closely related 
expression, and one we believe also captures a similar phenomenon is stress-
related growth. Even here, there may be diff erences in the pathways to growth 
if we take the terms literally. Trauma and stress are not the same. Experiences 
can be stressful without being traumatic, and stressful experiences may pro-
duce growth through somewhat diff erent routes than trauma. Th e literature 
in this general area of investigation includes a wide variety of labels, with 
somewhat similar meanings, for example, perceived benefi ts, construing ben-
efi ts, positive by-products, thriving, positive reinterpretation, strength from 
adversity, discovery of meaning, and transformational coping. Semantically, all 
these terms appear to be describing something similar. Maybe they are, and 
maybe they are not. 

Th ere is evidence to indicate that at least in some situations, measures 
designed to assess, for example, benefi t fi nding and posttraumatic growth do 
not evidence the same relationships with other variables (Sears, Stanton, & 
Danoff -Burg, 2003). Compounding the potential errors of treating as similar 
the fi ndings from studies that use diff erent measures to assess similar sound-
ing, but possibly diff erent concepts is the reality that even when the same label, 
and presumably the same construct, is used, diff erent researchers sometimes 
employ their own items to assess the phenomenon in question. So, what steps 
might be taken to help bring clarity and increased precision to the compli-
cated matrix of diff erent names for the same thing and diff erent measures 
given the same label?

One step is to ensure that measures used to assess the phenomenon of inter-
est in the domain of growth have very good reliability and at least some indi-
cation of validity. Th is step might, of course, mean that encouraging research 
in this area may be useful, to the extent that is quantitative, to rely on estab-
lished measures of posttraumatic and stress-related growth and to discourage, 
for now, the use of items generated for use in individual studies but not used 
before. Relying on established measures and discouraging items generated for 
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individual studies is an important step unless, of course, the items used can 
be shown to have good psychometric properties, which would include some 
evidence of validity as well. 

Another step, to ensure that what is being measured is indeed the construct 
implied by the label, is to include more than one measure of the phenomenon 
of interest, and at least one of the measures should be one of the established 
and widely used instruments designed to assess growth. Th is suggestion also 
implies that the sole reliance on small sets of items, designed ad hoc for indi-
vidual studies, without the inclusion of established inventories of growth is 
much less desirable or useful than it was in the early days of work in this area 
(Tedeschi, Calhoun, & Cann, 2007).

A third step, perhaps more in the aesthetic preference domain but relevant 
nevertheless, is to take into consideration the connotation of the label chosen 
to describe the positive changes associated with the struggle with trauma. Not 
surprisingly, researchers who tend to be skeptical about the reality of these 
experiences tend to select names that imply doubt or suspicion about the 
veracity of the experience, for example, perceived benefi ts, construed benefi ts, 
and the like (e.g., Frazier et al., 2009). Yet, researchers who tend to assume 
that such reports have some validity, or at least that the particular construc-
tion made by the survivor of the stressor should be respected, tend to prefer 
such terms as posttraumatic growth, stress-related growth, or positive changes 
in outlook (for more discussion about measurement and validity issues, see 
Aspinwall & Tedeschi, 2010; Park & Lechner, 2006; and Tedeschi & Calhoun, 
2004). Scholars who are newly drawn to this area might do well to give consid-
eration to which of these domains are more congruent with their own experi-
ences, preferences, and biases and to select the label, construct, and measures 
that most clearly fi t with their investigation’s purpose.

So Is Posttraumatic Growth Diff erent and United or Not?

At this point in time, our views about posttraumatic growth, as explained 
here, are based on studies concluded and published, as well as our own intui-
tive sense developed from talking in depth with many persons who describe 
this phenomenon in clinical settings. At the most fundamental level, or the 
core of personality, there is a tendency toward survival, enhancement, and 
growth, as Rogers (1961) described. But there is also a conservative tendency 
expressed in the struggle to defend one’s preexisting constructs or views of 
the world—“hostility,” as Kelly (1969) described, but what we label here as a 
tendency toward stability. It seems that unfettered movement toward change 
is not necessarily constructive. Certain purposes and understandings of life 
might be best maintained despite the challenges of unfortunate events. When 
these understandings and purposes approach wisdom, they tend more and 
more toward stability, no matter what the life circumstances might be. We will 
discuss further where wisdom fi ts in shortly. 
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All life events are being cognitively and emotionally processed with these 
competing motives infl uencing the interpretation of the events, as well as the 
broader context in which they are embedded, and the person experiencing 
them. Experienced events can be routine, or not, positive and desired, or not, 
planned or not. When events experienced are traumatic, events are unusual, 
negative, and unplanned. All this produces a great emotional challenge: sad-
ness, fear, anger, and other negative aff ects. As a result, the relatively balanced 
system of growth versus stability is disrupted, but the competing motives 
toward growth and stability are still operating. 

Personal characteristics, especially openness to experience and extraver-
sion, will infl uence the degree to which growth is part of the posttrauma 
reports of trauma survivors. Th is is because the characteristics of openness 
and extraversion lead to tendencies toward certain coping patterns that are 
generally approach oriented rather than avoidant, in terms of cognitive pro-
cessing and behavior patterns. It also appears that some degree of positive and 
negative aff ect is necessary in order to experience an event as truly distressing, 
whereas being able to have energy and relief from despair enables a person to 
continue to use approach coping strategies. Also to be considered are devel-
opmental aspects, that is, the degree to which a person is experiencing trauma 
at a time in life when change and insight are valued or not. Th ese aspects also 
determine the degree to which a person approaches or avoids cognitive pro-
cessing of the trauma and its aft ermath and engages in behavior that tends to 
be prosocial. We have also posited early on (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1995) that 
persons in the moderate range of psychological adjustment would show most 
growth compared to those who struggle with managing negative events and 
those who have already reached levels of insight, understanding, and proso-
cial behavior that withstand the onslaught of trauma (i.e., those who are wise).

So, fundamentally, posttraumatic growth is an extension of a system of 
basic motives, individual diff erences, and coping tendencies that are con-
stantly in use. In this sense, posttraumatic growth is not a special case of how 
people live life. By defi nition, however, trauma is an extraordinary experi-
ence, and so there are clearly distinctive aspects of this experience as well that 
derive from the emotionality of it and the challenge to schemas or constructs. 
Th ere are also varying domains of posttraumatic growth that may respond in 
distinctive ways. Spiritual change, for example, may not follow the same psy-
chological pathway as developing new possibilities for one’s life or discovering 
personal strength. 

In recent years, social scientists have shown increasing interest in delineat-
ing core virtues (Dahlsgaard, Peterson, & Seligman, 2005), altruism (Staub, 
2005), wisdom (Glück & Baltes, 2006; Linley, 2003; Schwartz & Sharpe, 2006; 
Webster, 2007), and related constructs (Ryan  & Deci, 2001). We view post-
traumatic growth as a process that can lead people to these places. Once 
people achieve these insights into living, develop their character, and behave 
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according to these principles, a stability in personality is achieved. Further 
growth is incremental. On the road to wisdom and virtue, trauma can be a 
provocateur. We consistently hear from trauma survivors who have been pro-
voked to growth by their experiences that they are quite aware that previous 
views of life seem shallow to them. So, in our growth toward meaningful, wise 
living, traumas can serve the purpose of the crystallization of discontent that 
Baumeister (1991) describes as provoking changes in meaning, or of the cha-
otic cognition noted by Finke and Bettle (1996), or of the cusp catastrophe that 
Carver (1998) applies to these situations. All these constructs are variations on 
the concepts of shattering of world assumptions from Janoff -Bulman’s (1992) 
theory or our seismic metaphor for growth (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 1998). In 
all cases, theorists are saying that trauma is so disruptive to the way we feel, 
think, and live that those individuals who can learn, and still have a lot to 
learn, are provoked to greater meaning, wisdom, and virtue. Meanwhile, 
those individuals who have already learned, one way or another, say, “Yes, I 
am aware of all that, and life is meaningful nonetheless.”
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A person who experiences life as depleted of meaning will most oft en have 
little energy, show little motivation for acting, lack libido and love, and have 
little interest in the outer world. Of interest to researchers is that this person 
can have what seems to be a perfectly normal health, both mentally and physi-
cally. Th e loss of meaning of life is a hidden killer; it is like a worm eating the 
apple from within. A total loss of meaning always signifi es a major life crisis 
or even a life coming soon to its end, but most oft en meaning of life is only 
partially lost. Th is partial loss is really much more tricky than a total loss 
because people set up mental defenses that hinder them from noticing the 
loss. Aft er a while, the lack of meaning of life will be materialized in poor 
quality of life, mental and somatic symptoms, including depression or pain, 
and reduced ability to function sexually, socially, and in work. When care-
fully examined in the holistic clinic, most patients evidence a problem with 
their meaning of life; so, in this area much work can be done, greatly benefi t-
ing the patients.

Current Practice

If a patient with compromised meaning of life goes to the physician, a care-
ful examination will show the triad of poor health, low quality of life, and 
poor functioning ability in all or most of life’s aspects. Because contemporary 
biomedical physicians are not trained to examine the state of a patient’s exis-
tential core, they will fail to observe the patient’s reduced degree of experi-
enced meaning of life. Contemporary physicians will start to treat the patient, 
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looking at one symptom at a time, and may prescribe pain killers, antidepres-
sant drugs, Viagra, and the like. 

Th is procedure most unfortunately hides the real reason for all the patient’s 
problems, and so the patient now start to believe that he or she has medi-
cal problems, not existential ones. Th is situation is really very sad because 
most oft en the existential problems will remain unsolved for decades to come 
while the patient continues to try out all kinds of drugs on the market, none of 
which will solve his or her problems. Th e troublesome triad of health, quality-
of-life, and ability problems will continue; perhaps the drugs will work a little, 
but they will never make up for the patient’s general lack of motivation, libido, 
and personal energy. 

If the physician and his or her patient understood better the cause of 
the poor state of being, the cure could in principle be simple: to recover the 
patient’s basic meaning of life. Although a growing fraction of medical physi-
cians are becoming aware of quality-of-life and existential issues these days, 
they can be of little help without proper theory and tools for helping. At 
most, their awareness oft en ends with an encouraging remark: “You should 
go and fi nd some reason to be here. Look deep into your purpose of life!” 
Many young people follow this advice and go on vision quests with Native 
Americans; enter monasteries in Tibet, Japan, and Th ailand; join men’s 
development groups; take courses in meditation, Tantra, and yoga; perhaps 
experiment with mind-expanding drugs; and so forth. Reading books and 
talking honestly with friends, which might be the best solutions, is not that 
popular. Th e route to understanding life is oft en long and arduous, and if the 
medical physician were better prepared, many years of suff ering could be 
avoided. 

In existential therapy (Yalom, 1980, 2002) there are both theory and 
practical therapeutic tools for recovering the patient’s mission in life 
(Ventegodt, 2003; Ventegodt, Andersen, & Merrick, 2003a, 2003b, 2003c; 
Vendegot & Merrick, 2003; Ventegodt, Flensborg-Madsen, Andersen, & 
Merrick, 2005; Ventegodt, Kroman, Andersen, & Merrick, 2004). But oft en 
this kind of therapy is both expensive and time consuming, and many 
times  the patient is not much better even aft er numerous hours of hard 
work in therapy. If the physician convinces the patient that the cure is to be 
found in a long therapeutic process, the patient’s sense of autonomy can be 
damaged, making the patient dependent on therapy in the same way he or 
she might become dependent on drugs or medicine. 

Th e best way to help someone having little meaning of life is to give that 
person an exact understanding of the nature of the problem. When this can 
be done, the responsibility for the patient’s life will be placed on the patient’s 
shoulders. If the patient chooses to undergo therapy, which is only one route 
of many possible, the therapist is merely the patient’s tool for recovering, and 
the patient is most likely to recover. 
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Contemporary Psychodynamic Models

In order to assist a patient in recovering his or her meaning of life, it is neces-
sary for the physician to understand how the experience of meaning of life is 
related to the internal psychic and energetic structure of a human being, and 
how life meaning is lost and recovered. 

Given that the structure of human existence is primarily an area for quali-
tative research, a theory of meaning of life is most likely to be a product of the 
researcher’s conscious constructs. Nevertheless, much quantitative research 
has been conducted lately on the experience of quality of life, which is closely 
connected to the meaning of life (Ventegodt, 1995, 1996; Ventegodt, Flensborg-
Madsen, Andersen, Nielsen, et al., 2005). Th e meaning of life is more diffi  cult 
to measure and quantify than is quality of life because normal people do not 
have an existential philosophy of life that defi nes their possible experiences 
of positive meaning of life and thus their loss of this meaning. When you do 
not know what is possible for you to feel existentially, you can hardly rate your 
present experience on a relevant rating scale. Still, you can talk about it; and 
when doing so, you will carry the quality of your present being to the listener, 
who can experience you and your state of existence. 

Th e interpretation of the human psyche and its structure has been a great 
research objective in the Western tradition since the work of Freud (Jones, 
1961), Jung (1964), and Reich (1969), but before them these matters were 
explored for millenniums by the great thinkers of the Middle East, Asia, and 
ancient Europe. 

Today many students and researchers work to modifi y these models for 
contemporary use. In Europe, for example, graduate students at the interna-
tional campus of Interuniversity College in Graz, Austria, are eagerly engaged 
in remodeling the human psyche, working on an EU academic project on 
complementary medicine. Th eir model posits these key ideas (Torp, 2007): 

• Human beings consist of body, mind, and spirit. 
• Humans have three fundamental existential representations: the id, 

the ego, and the soul (higher self). 
• Th e human psyche has a facility called “the human heart” integrat-

ing body, mind, and spirit though three global aspects of existence: 
sexuality, meaning of life, and sense of coherence. 

Meaning of life is really a very subtle and hard-to-get-to quality of human 
consciousness. But when meaning of life fi nds its place between sexuality and 
one’s sense of coherence, it may be approached through these two dimensions, 
which can much more easily be turned into exercises and practice. Sexuality 
is oft en a quality ascribed to the body, and sense of coherence is oft en a quality 
ascribed to the spiritual dimension of human beings; by seeing these qualities 
as being heart-qualities, love and sexuality are transformed to something more 
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whole and holy. Th e most interesting thing about this model is that meaning 
of life, oft en seen as a psychic dimension of human beings, is placed between 
sexuality and spirituality and is most closely linked to these two other integra-
tive, existential dimensions. 

When the three global or ubiquitous aspects of the heart—sexuality, mean-
ing of life, and sense of coherence—are understood as three layers of exis-
tence, meaning of life both bridges the other two and is being held by them. 
According to such a model, a strategy for rehabilitating the patient’s meaning 
of life is to have the patient rehabilitate sexuality and the sense of coherence 
fi rst.

Most unfortunately, there seem to be strong inner confl icts in every per-
son that make such a rehabilitation project diffi  cult. Th is diffi  culty is well 
demonstrated in Freud’s famous model of the ego being in a diffi  cult position 
between the demands of the id, the super-ego, and the outer world. Of course, 
Freud was not so interested in the spiritual dimensions as in sexuality carry-
ing the life force of the person. 

Th  e need to revive both sexuality and the feeling of being an integrated 
part of the world—what sense of coherence is really about—will be challeng-
ing for the patient. Most modern Western patients are completely absorbed 
with mental activities, words, and administration, which leaves little space for 
spirituality and sexuality. Yet these are the very people who most oft en lack 
or lose their meaning of life; they are mentally engaged people with limited 
engagement in spiritual and erotic matters. You could say that the mind is for 
survival; but just surviving without a deeper meaning of being here will, in 
the end, be felt futile. Th us, many people, among them the well educated, will 
in the middle of their lives enter a deep existential crises, asking the famous 
existential questions “Who am I?” and “Why am I here?”

Helping the Patient to Accept Sexuality

To acknowledge, accept, and integrate all major aspects of life is what existen-
tial therapy is all about. Accepting and understanding ourselves has been the 
challenge for human beings since the birth of human kind. 

Sigmund Freud did a marvelous job helping the West to accept sexuality. 
Since the 1960s, spiritual matters have been vividly explored by the young 
people of Western cultures, oft en using illegal mind-expanding drugs, sha-
manistic rituals, and the like. Th e time seems ripe for combining these two 
trends in a new trend for human development. In doing so in the Research 
Clinic for Holistic Medicine in Copenhagen, we have been able to rehabilitate 
dozens of patients, who had almost completely lost their meaning of life. 

Since 1997, the therapists at the Clinic for Holistic Medicine in Copenhagen 
have been using a combination of models from Freud and Jung (Jones, 1961; 
Jung, 1964), Frankl (1985), Grof (1980), and Antonovsky (1985, 1987) to help 
patients integrate sexuality, mind, and spirituality and in this way recover a 
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meaningful existence. Many of these patients were given up on by the estab-
lished medical service system, with 40% not helped by psychiatric treatment 
(Ventegodt et al., 2006). Recent documentation research has shown that using 
this general strategy, we were able to help more that 50% of the patients com-
ing with physical, mental, existential, or sexual problems (Ventegodt et al., 
2006; Ventegodt et al., 2007a, 2007b. 2007c, 2007d, 2007e). Our understanding 
of what is happening in this therapy is called “existential healing,” or saluto-
genesis, aft er Aaron Antonovsky (1923–1994) from the Ben Gurion University 
of the Negev, who chose this name for existential healing. 

Although only one aspect among many, the issue of sexual ethics has 
received more attention in medicine than has any other ethical issue. In many 
fi elds of traditional medicine, the ethical rule regarding sexuality is quite 
simple: Do not engage in a sexual relationship with the patient. In holistic 
health care, this simple rule is more relevant than ever. Because sexuality is 
oft en much more subtle and much more present in such holistic therapies as 
psychotherapy and in bodywork than in other therapies, however, the issue of 
sexual ethics needs more clarifi cation. 

Th e fi rst researcher to struggle with the problem of how to deal with sexu-
ality in the holistic clinical setting was Sigmund Freud (1856–1939), who in his 
famous “Transference Love” gave clever advice to his fellow psychoanalysts 
(Freud, 1915/1985): 

It is, therefore, just as disastrous for the analysis if the patient’s craving 
for love is gratifi ed as if it is suppressed. Th e course the analyst must 
pursue is neither of these; it is one for which there is no model in real 
life. He must take care not to steer away from the transference-love, or to 
repulse it or to make it distasteful to the patient; but he must just as reso-
lutely withhold any response to it [i.e. avoid acting out]. He must keep 
fi rm hold of the transference-love, but treat it as something unreal, as a 
situation which has to be gone through in the treatment and traced back 
to its unconscious origins and which must assist in bringing all that is 
most deeply hidden in the patent’s erotic life into her consciousness and 
therefore under her control. Th e more plainly the analyst lets it be seen 
that he is proof against every temptation, the more readily will he be able 
to extract from the situation its analytical content. Th e patient, whose 
sexual repression is of course not yet removed but merely pushed into 
the background, will then feel safe enough to allow all her preconditions 
for loving, all the phantasies of her state of being in love, to come to 
light; and from these she will herself open the way to the infantile roots 
of her love. (p. 168)

Freud became famous for realizing the importance for the patient’s health 
of healing her sexuality. He also realized that while the analyst was working 
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on releasing the patient’s sexuality from suppression, the female patient fre-
quently felt in love with her male therapist. Further, he also noticed that this 
transferred love could reach extreme intensity. Most disturbing, Freud also 
noticed the impact of the transference love on the therapist, because it oft en 
gave a strong sexual countertransference as an involuntary response. 

Transference love was a serious problem to psychoanalysis in its early days. 
Freud had two main concerns here: How could the therapy continue in spite 
of the seemingly locked situation where therapy turned into a love aff air? And 
how could the therapist help himself to avoid getting sexually involved with 
his patient? Freud ingeniously realized that the mutual sexual attraction was 
unavoidable in the psychodynamic therapy; he also realized that it was a most 
useful artifact if the therapist had a sound response to the sexual interest of 
his female patient. Freud’s solution was that the therapist’s reaction should be 
neither so cold that her sexuality was rerepressed nor so hot that it came to 
acting out on the sexual desire. 

On one hand, the therapist should give his full acceptance to every aspect 
of his patient’s sexuality and also actively encourage the patient to go deeper 
into it; on the other, the therapist should completely resist the temptation of 
a sexually interested woman completely in his power—and this resistance 
should be accomplished in a loving, accepting, and caring way, actually letting 
the patient know that the therapist was also tempted but managed to fi rmly 
resist the temptation. Since 1912, this well-tempered response has been the 
solution to this severe therapeutic headache. Nonethless, the ethical and cul-
tural aspects of this response are still debated and not settled universally. 

Holistic health practitioners are oft en dealing with patients who remain 
chronically ill without improvement using standard treatment, including 
psychiatric and sexological treatment. Today’s intensive holistic therapy with 
such patients oft en includes bodywork, and here every kind of sexual reac-
tions is found, from the patient undergoing catharsis from remembering early 
sexual abuse—and sometimes even projecting the abuser on the therapist to 
avoid the emotional pain of the traumas—to the patient rediscovering her own 
sexuality in the therapy by sometimes having “unprovoked” orgasms, which 
happens suddenly, uncontrolled, and without any warning, oft en resulting 
from only a light touch on the patient’s nonerogenous zones of the arms or 
back. Th e enhanced diffi  culties of sexual transference, when working directly 
on the body, makes the discovery of Freud’s solution more actual than ever, 
and every student of holistic therapy must be trained to have a fi rm, proper, 
and constructive therapeutic response to the patient’s transference of love. 

It is important to remember that what happens in therapy must always be 
with the patient’s full consent. When there is consent, the therapy can con-
tain even the most radical elements, such as direct touching the genitals, or 
agreed-on elements of symbolic failure or abuse, or other “rough” and pro-
vocative therapeutic elements meant to facilitate the patient’s reexperience of 
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traumatic life events in order to enter the state of existential healing (saluto-
genesis) through the use of the famous principle of similarity. In principle, 
there are no limits to what can function as a tool for healing in holistic ther-
apy; the excellent therapist continues the treatment as long as there is progress 
by continuing to invent original new steps of therapeutic intervention. 

From the time of Hippocrates, it has been of crucial importance that the 
patient never be harmed, and this notion is even more important for the holis-
tic practitioner today. It is also necessary that the holistic therapist always 
respects the laws of the country where he or she practices. National laws may 
set severe limits for what can be done in the holistic clinic, even with the writ-
ten and oral consent of the patient. Th us in the best interest of patients, the 
holistic practitioner must continually be engaged in awakening the public’s 
awareness of needed changes to the country’s laws. 

Research dispensations can temporarily free the holistic practitioner of 
some of the limitations of the national laws, and the holistic practitioner is 
encouraged to do the research needed to develop the clinical practice of holis-
tic medicine and to document its eff ects in a scientifi c way.

Helping the Patient to Accept Spirituality

A most interesting and puzzling aspect of human life is that we are more than the 
sum of our parts. Our wholeness carries meaning and talent, and this is the area 
of the un-seen and abstract or what most people have chosen to call the spiritual 
side of human beings. Unfortunately, this labeling has caused alienation from 
traditional religions, with many people now replacing orthodox understanding 
of human existence with self-experienced understanding. 

In our human wholeness, it seems that we all carry a major, social talent 
as well as several minor talents to support this. Th e major talent is seldom 
understood and appreciated either by the individual or by the individual’s 
surroundings, and this lack calls for intensive human development. Th e core 
talent of human wholeness is really one’s gift  to the world. And fi nding that 
core talent, realizing that it is there, deeply within our human nature, is oft en 
one of the biggest experiences in a person’s life. Indeed, fi nding that core talent 
is akin to realizing who you are meant to be. 

Th e fact that such a rediscovery of self oft en happens in existential therapy 
has led us suggest a general theory of the spiritual meaning of life, or the life 
mission (Ventegodt, 2003; Ventegodt et al., 2003a, 2003b, 2003c; Ventegodt & 
Merrick, 2003): 

 1. Life mission: Let us assume that at the moment of conception all 
the joy, energy, and wisdom that our lives are capable of support-
ing is expressed in a “decision” as to the purpose of our lives. Th is 
fi rst decision is quite abstract and all-encompassing and holds the 
intentions of the entire life for that individual. It may be called the 
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personal mission or the life mission. Th is mission is the meaning of 
life for that individual. It is always constructive and sides with life 
itself.

 2. Life pain: Th e greatest and most fundamental pain in our lives derives 
from the frustrations encountered when we try to achieve our per-
sonal mission, be they frustrated attempts to satisfy basic needs or 
the failure to obtain desired psychological states. 

 3.  Denial and loss of meaning of life: When the pain becomes intolera-
ble, we can deny our life mission by making a counterdecision, which 
is then lodged in the body and the mind, partially or entirely cancel-
ing the life mission.

 4.  Repair: One or several new life intentions, more specifi c than the 
original life mission, may now be chosen relative to what is pos-
sible henceforth. Th e new life intention replaces the original life 
mission and enables the person to move forward again. Th e new 
mission can, in turn, be modifi ed, when the individual encoun-
ters new pains experienced as unbearable (e.g., Mission 1 says, “I 
am good,” but Denial 1 says, “I am not good enough,” and then 
Mission  2  says,  “I will become good,” which implies I am not 
good, and so on). 

 5. Repression and loss of responsibility: Th e new life intention, which 
corresponds to a new perspective on life at a lower level of respon-
sibility, is based on an eff ective repression of both the old life mis-
sion and the counterdecision that antagonizes and denies it. Such a 
repression causes the person to split in a conscious and one or more 
unconscious or subconscious ways. Th e end result is that we deny 
and repress parts of ourselves. Our new life intention must always be 
consistent with what is left  undenied.

 6. Loss of physical health: Human consciousness is coupled to the whole-
ness of the organism through the information systems that bind all 
the cells of the body into a unity. Disturbances in consciousness may 
thus disturb the organism’s information systems, resulting in the 
cells being less perfectly informed of what they are to do where.

Disruptions in the necessary fl ow of information to the cells of 
the organism and tissues hamper the ability of the cells to function 
properly. Loss of cellular functionality may eventually result in dis-
ease and suff ering.

 7. Loss of quality of life and mental health: In psychological and spiritual 
terms, people who deny their personal mission gradually lose their 
fundamental sense that life has meaning, direction, and coherence. 
Th ey may fi nd that their joy of life, energy to do important things, 
and intuitive wisdom are slowly petering out. Th e quality of their 
lives is diminished, and their mental health impaired.
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 8.  Loss of functionality: When we decide against our life mission, we 
invalidate our very existence. Th is invalidation shows up as reduced 
self-worth and self-confi dence. Th us, counterdecisions compromise 
not only our health and quality of life but also our basic powers to 
function physically, psychologically, socially, sexually, mentally, and 
physically. 

Applying the Life Mission Th eory

Spiegel, Bloom, Kraemer, and Gottheil (1989) asked women with metastatic 
breast cancer to talk to each other in group sessions about their illness. As 
described in the article, the women made an eff ort to improve the quality of 
their lives. Survival in this group improved radically relative to that of women 
in a control group. Th e explanation is, in our opinion, simply that when peo-
ple confront and deal with their destructive cognitions or attitudes to life, 
counterdecisions recorded in their bodies and minds cause repressed pain to 
resurface in consciousness, where it can be dealt with; consequently, the frag-
mentation of the person slowly ceases. We heal and we become whole. Because 
fragmentation is one of the causes of the disease, resulting in decreased qual-
ity of life and ability to function, the internal repair will enable the person 
to become more healthy, happy, and functional. Th e inner qualities of joy, 
energy, and wisdom reexpress themselves. Other things being equal, there 
will be prophylactic eff ects on new outbreaks of disease, accidents, and loss 
of functionality.

Ornish et al. (1990) induced patients with coronary arteries severely con-
stricted from atherosclerosis to adopt lifestyle changes and deal with the 
quality of their lives. Th ese changes had benefi cial eff ects on the arterial con-
strictions of these patients as compared with a control group. 

Th e life mission theory may explain this improvement by reference to the 
systematic eff orts exerted by the patients to modify their behaviors and the 
attitudes that go along with them. Th is means that people work to relinquish 
destructive attitudes to life that deny the life mission. As this denial recedes, 
the person more or less returns to his or her natural state of health, quality of 
life, and ability to function.

Th e theory predicts that when, for example, a person is helped along by her 
family physician who, through a clinical interviw or consultation, conducts 
a conversation about her quality of life, she can reestablish her life mission. 
Th e person can then recognize it as the proper purpose in her life. She can 
rearrange her life accordingly and achieve her true sense of humanity; she 
becomes a human being in full agreement with herself and life. Th is person 
can draw on her resources and potentials to the fullest degree. In her natural 
state as a human being, she is maximally valuable to herself and to the world 
around her. A consciousness-oriented (holistic) medicine based on this theory 
will help people become valuable not only to themselves but also to each other.
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Conclusions: Four Steps From Death to Life and Meaning

Our strategy at the Research Clinic for Holistic Medicine in Copenhagen has 
been to take the patients through four steps, or doors, from a state of being 
“almost dead” into at state of feeling fully alive and real. 

• Step 1: Going from being as if dead to being physically alive: awaken-
ing sexuality

• Step 2: Going from awareness of the body to awareness of the mind 
(psyche): working on emotions and feelings, including sexual feelings

• Step 3: Going from mind to spirit: rehabilitating the ability to love 
and the spiritual talents; stepping into character and starting to be of 
real value to others

• Step 4: Shift ing from body, mind, and spirit to coming from the heart: 
using all talents—physical, mental, and spiritual—to contribute to 
one’s beloved ones (especially to the partner in a one-to-one relation-
ship) and to the world (most oft en through succeeding at work)

In our experience, most people who are willing to walk this route of personal 
development can easily and effi  ciently be helped to success in their one-to-one 
relationship and love life together with a functioning work life. When these 
two important sides of human life are conquered, people fi nd their meaning 
of life is normally restored. 

In Step 1, the patient is helped to reexperience him- or herself as bodily 
alive. Owing all kinds of feelings and emotions, having their off spring in the 
body, is necessary to start feeling life. Sexuality is oft en a strict taboo hidden 
by enormous amounts of shame, which can be released and treated in the 
clinic. Almost 100 years ago Sigmund Freud taught us all how this should 
be done.

Th e next step is conquering the psyche, that is, waking up and realizing our 
human nature as an attentive and knowing entity. Putting feelings to words 
seems to be necessary to conquer the mind. Freud did this by talking sexu-
ality quite explicitly with his patients, and this is really a clever opening to 
the consciousness. When the patient has recovered consciousness, the issue 
of existential depths, love, and spiritual talents can be addressed. Th e realiza-
tion of the purpose of life, or the life mission, seems to be the most important 
event in existential therapy; aft er meaning of life comes rehabilitation, which 
follows as soon as the patient learns how to use his or her talent in private life 
and in working life. 

Th e most troublesome aspect of modern life still seems to be sexuality, so 
let us remember and appreciate the work done by Sigmund Freud and let us 
work bravely with the patients, who trust us for help and support. When it 
comes to the hard problems of rehabilitating meaning of life, our support and 
caring understanding is more needed than ever. 
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Resilience has emerged as a major area of research in psychology (Hart & 
Sasso, 2011), especially in applied positive psychology (Seligman, 2011). In 
fantasyland, life would be experienced as a perpetual state of bliss, free from 
stress and strife; living in such a paradise, where every need is met and every 
desire fulfi lled, would make resilience superfl uous. But in reality, life for most 
people is full of hardship and problems; people need resilience in order to 
manage stress and maintain an acceptable level of well-being. For vulner-
able populations, those living in poverty or war-torn zones or suff ering from 
chronic conditions, for example, resilience takes on even greater importance. 
Although agreeing with Bonanno (2004) that most people are resilient, we 
also believe that children and youth can benefi t a great deal from resilience 
training on how to grow and fl ourish in spite of adversities.

Research on resilience has evolved over the years. In the early days of resilience 
research, the focus was on “the invulnerable child,” who did better than expected 
despite adversities and disadvantages (Garmezy, 1974, 1985; Werner, 1984); devel-
opmental psychologists were interested in individual diff erences and the protec-
tive factors that contributed to the development of the invulnerable child. 

Subsequent research shift ed the focus to person–situation interactions and 
emphasized contextual variables and the process of adaptation. Rutter (1993) 
even dismissed the concept of invulnerability as both misleading and unre-
alistic. He warned that resilience should not be assumed to be a “magic bul-
let” that enables individuals to resist all the stresses in life. He emphasized 
that “resilience may reside in the social context as much as within the indi-
vidual” (p. 626). His concept of the “steeling” eff ect highlights the essence of 
resilience—the more experience you have in overcoming adversities, the more 
resilient you will become. 
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It is of interest to note that research on resilience has come full circle. 
Recently, on the basis of research on coping with loss and trauma, Bonanno 
(2004) concluded that some individuals are simply more resilient than others, 
a notion hearkening back to earlier research on invulnerability. Th e current 
consensus is that resilience is a matter of individual diff erences and adaptive 
processes, as well as context factors. Similar to Maddi (Chapter 3, this vol-
ume; see also Kobasa, Maddi, & Kahn, 1982), we recognize that some people 
are indeed more resilient or hardy by virtue of their genetic makeup, tem-
perament, intelligence, or personal history; but context and training are also 
important. 

In this chapter, we fi rst develop a taxonomy of resilience and articulate 
the holistic, multidimensional nature of the resilience construct. We then 
briefl y review the various theoretical perspectives and intervention programs. 
Finally, we describe our meaning-centered approach, which is based on the 
interactions between the three modules of the positive triad: (a) the PURE 
principles of meaningful living, (b) the ABCDE strategies of resilience, and 
(c) the fi ve elements of tragic optimism.

Defi nitions of Resilience

Resilience was fi rst conceptualized as a personal characteristic of at-risk chil-
dren who appeared to do better than expected; these children were considered 
invulnerable (Garmezy, 1974; Pines, 1975; Werner, 1984). Resilient children 
were characterized by Garmezy (1974) as having high expectations, internal 
locus of control, self-esteem, self-effi  cacy, and autonomy in spite of disad-
vantages. Rutter (1987) defi nes resiliency as “the positive pole of individual 
diff erences in people’s responses to stress and adversity” (p. 316). Garmezy 
(1991a) defi nes resiliency as “the capacity for recovery and maintained adap-
tive behavior that may follow initial retreat or incapacity upon initiating a 
stressful event” (p. 459). Benard (1991) concludes that resilient children also 
need meaning in life, goals, and interpersonal problem-solving skills.

Over the years, the defi nition of resilience has been revised and refi ned, 
focusing on the adaptive process and person–context interactions (Luthar, 
2003; Luthar & Zelazo, 2003; Masten, 2001; Rutter, 1993). Masten and Reed 
(2002) defi ne resilience as “a class of phenomena characterized by patterns 
of positive adaptation in the context of signifi cant adversity or risk” (p. 75). 
Vanderbilt-Adriance and Shaw (2008) discuss the evolution of resilience and 
stress the importance of taking into account diff erent types of adversities.

According to Ungar (2006, 2008), resilience needs to incorporate eco-
logical and cultural factors. Th us, resilience is understood as the capacity of 
individuals to navigate diffi  cult situations through accessing health-enhanc-
ing psychological, social, cultural, and physical resources. In sum, the term 
resilience may be operationally defi ned as a positive outcome in the context 
of risk or adversity, known to be associated with negative outcomes (Luthar, 
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Cicchetti, & Becker, 2000) as a result of eff ective utilization of available per-
sonal and ecological resources (Ungar, Brown, et al., 2008; Wong, 1993).

What Constitutes a Risk Factor?

Resilience is manifested when two conditions are met: (a) the presence of 
some risk or adversity, and (b) the presence of resistance or positive outcome 
in spite of risk. However, for each individual, the presence of such risk factors 
depends on the presence of protective resources and the appraisal of threat 
or danger. According to this transactional view, individuals possessing a 
great deal of internal and external resources may see risks not as risks but 
as opportunities for personal growth (Bonanno, 2004; Lazarus & Folkman, 
1984; Wong, 1993). By the same token, those individuals with severe defi -
ciency in internal and external resources may feel easily threatened and 
traumatized; they may become depressed and suicidal, for example, simply 
because of rejection by a boyfriend or girlfriend. In any event, resilience 
becomes necessary only when there is a perceived risk to one’s psychological 
integrity or physical safety. 

What Constitutes a Positive Outcome?

We need to be careful in how we conceptualize and measure the positive out-
comes of resilience. Individuals who cope with grief by immersing themselves 
in work may appear resilient because of high levels of functioning, but they 
may be “dead” on the inside. Other people may cope with loss by seeking all 
kinds of distractions and cheap thrills and appear unscathed by grief, but they 
may feel empty and lost.

What is considered positive also depends on culture. Ungar (2004) points 
out that in some cultural contexts, resilience may take the form of aggression. 
In order to survive, it may be necessary for disadvantaged individuals, such 
as the urban poor and high school dropouts, to show a pattern of aggression 
and the absence of emotional engagement (Eggerman & Panter-Brick, 2010; 
Obradovic, Bush, Stamperdahl, Adler, & Boyce, 2010). However, although 
gang violence may temporarily protect marginalized individuals from falling 
prey to helplessness, whether such aggression constitutes good adaptation in 
the long run for the individual as well as society is debatable.

Generally, there are two kinds of criteria for good adaptation. External 
adaptation focuses on meeting the social, educational, and occupational 
expectations of society or culture, whereas internal adaptation focuses on 
achieving positive psychological well-being as determined by culture. Th ese 
two criteria complement each other. Most cultures favor one criterion over 
the other. Th e internal orientation seems more adaptive because it focuses on 
psychological processes rather than situational factors. Th e transformative 
potential of meaning making and meaning reconstruction is an example of 
good internal adaptation.
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The Bonanno Controversy: Recovery Versus Resilience

Bonanno (2004) diff erentiates between recovery and resilience. Recovery 
refers to individuals who oft en experience a period of “subthreshold symptom 
levels” before regaining normal levels of healthy functioning (p. 21). Resilience 
refers to an individual’s “ability to maintain relatively stable, healthy levels of 
psychological and physical functioning” (p. 20). Given the large literature on 
resilience as recovery, we wonder whether there is any strong empirical evi-
dence or compelling theoretical advantage to maintain a distinction between 
recovery and resilience. We argue that when we take into account the subjec-
tively perceived severity of the trauma, the diff erences between recovery and 
resilience become blurred. For instance, individuals who perceive the tragic 
loss of their only child as devastating but eventually bounce back may actually 
exhibit greater resilience than those who remain relatively unaff ected by the 
long anticipated loss of an ill and aging parent.

We propose that there are at least three prototypical patterns of resilience, 
which may occur in diff erent contexts for diff erent individuals. All three 
are manifestations of resilience; the diff erences can be attributed to diff erent 
person–context interactions rather than individual diff erences in their resil-
ience strength. 

 1. Recovery: bouncing back and returning to normal functioning
 2. Invulnerability: remaining relatively unscathed by the adversity or 

trauma
 3. Posttraumatic growth: bouncing back and becoming stronger

Bonanno acknowledges the multiple pathways to resilience, among them har-
diness (Kobasa et al., 1982), self-enhancement (Greenwald, 1980; Taylor & 
Brown, 1988), and positive emotion (Fredrickson, Tugade, Waugh, & Larkin, 
2003). Presumably, individuals are resilient because of a combination of their 
genetic makeup and prior experiences in those multiple pathways. We believe 
that meaning and purpose should also be included as a pathway to resilience 
(Wong & Fry, 1998).

Research on Resilience

Risk and Protective Factors in Youth Resilience

According to Masten and Reed (2002), protective factors include cognitive 
abilities, problem solving, faith and a sense of meaning in life, positive out-
look on life, close relationships with caring adults, and connections to sup-
portive and rule-abiding people. According to Bender, Th ompson, McManus, 
and Lantry (2007), protective factors encompass intelligence, relationships, 
healthy beliefs, self-reliance, and self-effi  cacy.

Ungar, Brown, et al. (2008) studied the pathways to resilience among 
Canadian youth. Th ey found that the youths’ capacity to cope under stress 
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depends on diff erent degrees of access to seven mental health-enhancing expe-
riences: (a) access to material resources, (b) access to supportive relationships, 
(c) development of a desirable personal identity, (d) experiences of power and 
control, (e) adherence to cultural traditions, (f) experiences of social justice, 
and (g) experiences of a sense of cohesion with others. 

Hass and Graydon (2009) studied the sources of resiliency among success-
ful foster youth. Th ey identifi ed such protective factors as a sense of compe-
tence, future goals, social support, and involvement in community services. 
Th e implication for improving foster youth services includes nourishing sup-
portive relationships and empowering youth to help others.

A sense of personal agency involves the freedom and ability to make 
choices. Bender et al. (2007) emphasize that “as choice is essential to motivate 
change, youth who believe they have even modest personal control over their 
destinies will persist in mastering tasks and become more committed to mak-
ing positive life changes” (p. 2).

Research on Meaning and Purpose in Youth Resilience

Bronk (2005) diff erentiated the characteristics in purposeful youth and non-
purposeful youth. Results suggested that purposeful youth as a group shared 
a number of defi ning characteristics: Th ey were relatively open, enthusias-
tic about their interests, and committed to core values. Th ey also devised a 
number of creative strategies to overcome challenges, actively sought and cre-
ated communities of like-minded peers, and established intense, long-term 
relationships with mentors. With a sense of purpose, they developed a strong 
sense of moral identity and resiliency. Th ese are assets that prior empirical 
research has shown to play an important role in positive youth development.

Mariano (2007) studied the relationship between categories of purpose 
and character strengths (including vitality, self-control, optimism, agency, 
and pathways) in emerging adulthood. According to Mariano, there exists a 
critical period in youth for cultivating a commitment to positive purposes. 
In his review of past literature, he points out that a sense of purposelessness 
is related to destructive behaviors in youth, whereas a sense of purpose is 
positively correlated with the moral development and psychosocial health of 
youth. Across genders, participants considered family as most important, fol-
lowed by career, academic achievement, the arts, social causes, religious faith 
or spirituality, and politics. Th e results also show that a sense of agency and 
hope is related to the presence of purpose in most areas of life.

Damon (2008) investigated young people’s lack of career motivation. His 
study shows that only about one fi ft h of youth today are highly engaged with 
a clear sense of what they want to do with their lives. Th e other four fi ft hs may 
dabble in various pursuits without any commitment, or they may entertain 
unrealistic dreams without understanding what is needed to achieve their life 
goals. Youths who are highly engaged and who respond resiliently to diffi  cult 
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circumstances have four key characteristics: (a) a sense of future purpose, (b) 
autonomy, (c) social competence, and (d) problem-solving skills. 

Fry (1998) makes the case that the search for meaning starts during ado-
lescence and, most importantly, contributes to identity development. Based 
on her research with adolescents (Fry, 1996), she found evidence of intrin-
sic motivation for self-knowledge, personal meaning, self-esteem, and the 
desire to improve the human condition. Th e development of meaning and 
wisdom depends, however, on a number of factors, among them the presence 
of mentors, tutors, and nurturing adults, who provide personal valuations 
and support for dealing with ontological anxiety. She also considers the need 
for hardiness training in early developmental years to facilitate adolescents’ 
search for meaning and personal growth.

Cross-Cultural Factors in Youth Resilience
Because meaning is largely shaped by culture, this chapter also stresses the 
role of culture in youth resilience. Culture prescribes the values and expec-
tations of what really matters and what constitutes positive functioning. 
Furthermore, culture assigns diff erent values to various protective factors. For 
example, the Chinese people consider a close-knit family unit as the sole pro-
tective agent for their children’s well-being. Most people are resilient because 
each cultural system has built-in mechanisms to protect children from being 
harmed; however, not all culturally prescribed protective mechanisms equally 
contribute to resilience. Th us, resilience is a cultural expression.

Many studies have explored the infl uences of culture on youth resilience 
(Ungar, 2005; Ungar et al., 2007). As indicated previously, resilience is multi-
dimensional, and in order to fully understand the process of resilience, 
research needs to include the cultural dimension. Some cultures focus more 
on building character, whereas others focus on making children happy. In 
traditional Chinese culture, for example, the virtues of responsibility, dis-
cipline, and perseverance are deeply ingrained in children, thereby increas-
ing the children’s capacity for resilience (Wong, 2009a). Western cultures, in 
contrast, make little demand from youth and may thus unwittingly deprive 
young people of the opportunity to develop character strengths and hardi-
ness. Th erefore, resilience needs to be understood within the cultural context 
(Ungar, 2005).

Ungar, Liebenberg, et al. (2008) should be commended for their major 
international study of youth resilience, which involved 35 researchers from 
11 countries in developing a child and youth resilience measure (CYRM) suit-
able for resilience research in diff erent cultures. Th ey were fully aware of the 
problems of cross-cultural research, among them construct equivalence, fac-
torial invariance, and domain specifi city. Th eir scale emphasizes four factors: 
individual, relational, community, and culture. Clearly, their measurement is 
based on an ecological model of resilience. It is worth noting that the domain 
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of individual characteristics does not include any items related to meaning 
and purpose, which have been shown to be important in youth resilience 
(Damon, 2008; Fry, 1998).

Cross-cultural diff erences were also apparent in Mariano’s (2007) study, 
such that participants with a Hispanic or Latino ethnic background found 
religious faith or spirituality signifi cantly more important than other ethnic 
groups. Th us, which purpose is most important depends on culture. Similarly, 
Kiang and Fuligni (2010) found that Asian American adolescents reported 
higher search for meaning than their Latin and European counterparts. Pan, 
Wong, Chan, and Joubert (2008) examined the meaning of life as a protective 
factor of positive aff ect in acculturation with samples of Chinese university 
students in Australia and Hong Kong. Th eir analyses revealed that meaning 
of life strongly predicted positive aff ect in acculturation. Th ey also found that 
meaning of life mediated the relationship between acculturative stress and 
positive aff ect in both samples. 

In view of the foregoing, we favor an ecological and contextual perspec-
tive of youth resilience. We need to take into account the individual, family, 
school, church, and culture in order to understand what contributes to resil-
ience. Secure attachment, a sense of meaning and purpose, and a supportive 
environment are all important factors in fostering youth resilience.

Th eoretical Perspectives

Luthar, Doernberger, and Zigler (1993) provide an extensive discussion on 
how the defi nition of resilience has changed over the years and how, by nature, 
resilience is multidimensional. We propose that the fi rst step toward a com-
prehensive theory of resilience is to develop a taxonomy of the various dimen-
sions of resilience.

Taxonomy of Resilience

Cognitive Resilience How we interpret events that happen to us determines 
how we cope. Th ere is a large literature on the importance of attribution (Wong 
& Weiner, 1981), appraisal (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Peacock & Wong, 
1990), and attribution retraining (Hilt, 2003–2004; Seligman, 1990) in react-
ing to negative events. Evidence shows that academic persistence depends on 
the reasons or values attributed to education (Wong, 1998a). Resilience pro-
grams based on cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) capitalize on cognitive 
resilience.

Transactional Resilience Transactional resilience refers to how we negotiate 
changing circumstances and daily stressors in a way that allows us to sur-
vive and fl ourish. According to the transactional model (Lazarus & Folkman, 
1984) and the resource-congruence model (Wong, 1993, 1995; Wong, Reker, & 
Peacock, 2006), resilience depends on having suffi  cient resources and eff ective 
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coping strategies. We have demonstrated that the cultivation of internal and 
external resources and the use of situational and culturally appropriate cop-
ing strategies result in eff ective coping (Peacock & Wong, 1990; Wong, 1993; 
Wong, Reker, & Peacock, 2006). 

Behavioral Resilience Behavioral resilience refers to the habit of persistence 
and endurance in the face of failure and obstacles. It is a habit acquired, as is 
any other habit, through a history of reinforcement and practice. In a series of 
experiments, Wong (1979, 1995) has demonstrated that animals can be trained 
through intermittent reinforcement, especially a progressively demanding 
schedule of reinforcement, to develop very high levels of persistence, which 
generalizes to other diffi  cult situations. A similar kind of progressively more 
rigorous and demanding training regimen is also used to develop endurance 
and toughness in elite athletes.

Motivational Resilience Motivational resilience refers to whether you have 
a clear sense of purpose, and whether you are fully committed in pursuing 
a life goal. Individuals are more likely to give up unless they are convinced 
that their pursuit or calling is something worth dying for. Th erefore, the will 
to live is importantly dependent on the will to meaning (Frankl, 1946/1985; 
Chapter 28, this volume).

Existential or Spiritual Resilience Motivational resilience becomes existen-
tial or spiritual resilience when one considers the ultimate meaning and pur-
pose of human existence. Existential resilience becomes spiritual resilience 
when the person resorts to religious or spiritual perspectives to answer life’s 
big questions. Existential or spiritual resilience is also related to the quest for 
meaning and purpose (Wong, 1998c). A number of studies have shown that 
adults and children both tend to believe that the natural world was created by 
someone or something for a purpose (Azar, 2010). Such beliefs provide a sense 
of stability and coherence during times of uncertainty and change. 

Relational Resilience Th ere are three types of relational resilience. Th e most 
basic type is based on secure attachment during early childhood development 
(Bowby, 1988; Siegel, 2001). Relational resilience also comes from bonding 
or close relationships between adults (Chapter 9, this volume). Finally, self-
transcendence and altruism contribute to resilience through meaning and 
tragic optimism (Frankl, 1946/1985; Wong, 1998b, 2009b).

Emotional Resilience “A resilient child is an emotionally healthy child, 
equipped to successfully confront challenges and bounce back from setbacks” 
(Brooks & Goldstein, 2002, p. 5). Th ere are three types of emotional resil-
ience. First is one’s ability, based on secure attachment, to tolerate rejection 
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and negative emotions. Second is one’s ability to maintain some level of self-
confi dence, hopefulness, and emotional stability through mental toughness or 
hardiness. Th ird, emotional resilience also comes from one’s ability to confront 
and overcome existential anxieties through existential or spiritual experience.

Dimensions of Resilience

Th e foregoing discussion has shown that the seven dimensions of resilience 
are all related to the pivotal construct of meaning. In cognitive resilience, 
meaning is involved in cognitive reframing as well as retraining in attribution 
or explanatory styles. Transactional resilience involves appraisal and adopt-
ing appropriate coping strategies, including existential coping. Behavioral 
resilience involves forming the habit of persistence and endurance in goal 
striving. Motivational resilience involves commitment to a major life goal or a 
higher purpose. Relational resilience means that one draws strength and sup-
port from others. Emotional resilience implies that one is able to hold on to 
an anchor or fi nd a refuge even when one feels overwhelmed and devastated. 
Resilience training is needed for every age group, but the approach needs to 
take into account developmental diff erences in resilience. A comprehensive 
meaning-centered resilience training program takes into account all seven 
dimensions of resilience because meaning seeking plays a role in all seven 
types of resilience. 

Developmental Stages

Th e relative importance of various dimensions of resilience may vary accord-
ing to developmental stages. For example, relational resilience and emotional 
resilience based on secure attachment are most important in early childhood. 
Behavioral resilience is more important for school-aged children than for older 
adults, who have already developed habitual patterns of behavior and thought. 
Cognitive resilience is more important in adults than in children because of 
adults’ developed capacity for understanding and reasoning. During adoles-
cence, the individual’s developmental needs are primarily (a) autonomy, 
(b) relatedness, and (c) competence (Ryan & Powelson, 1991), as well as iden-
tity development (Erikson, 1963). Th erefore, motivational resilience and exis-
tential or spiritual resilience are essential for adolescents in view of their need 
for self-identity, challenge (Damon, 2008), and self-determination (Ryan & 
Powelson, 1991; Chapter 4, this volume).

Humanistic-Existential Models

Th e humanistic-existential theory states that people have an innate desire 
for self-actualization (Maslow, 1965) and an innate tendency to overcome 
obstacles and setbacks in order to realize one’s potentials. In a similar vein, 
Viktor Frankl (1946/1985) emphasized that all people have the will to mean-
ing. In other words, individuals will strive to overcome obstacles in order 
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to fulfi ll their meaning in life. Humanistic-existential models also focus on 
understanding human behavior within a larger context of existential issues 
(Robbins & Friedman, 2011; Wong & Tomer, 2011).

Contextual Models 

Contextual models emphasize the social, political, and cultural factors in 
resilience (Jessor, 1993; Takanishi, 1993; Ungar, 2005). Most studies on resil-
ience have such identifi ed contextual factors as family, school, community, 
agency, and church as protective factors (e.g., Harvey & Delfabbro, 2004; 
Masten & Reed, 2002; Ungar, Brown, et al., 2008). Communities play a large 
role in fostering resilience. Benard (1991) identifi es three characteristics of 
community support: (a) availability of social organizations that provide an 
array of resources to residents, (b) consistent expression of social norms so 
that community members understand what constitutes desirable behavior, 
and (c) opportunities for children and youth to participate in the life of the 
community as valued members. Th e clearest sign of a cohesive and support-
ive community is the presence of social organizations that provide healthy 
human development (Garmezy, 1991b). Luthar and Goldstein (2004) observe 
that individual resilience cannot be sustained over time when children are 
under continued and severe stress from the external environment; their sug-
gested solution includes a reduction of community violence and fostering sup-
portive relationships with signifi cant adults.

Family also plays a crucial role. Brooks and Goldstein (2002) recognize 
the importance of teaching and modeling empathy, in addition to creating 
opportunities for children and youth to act responsibly and compassionately. 
Any family that emphasizes the value of assigned chores, caring for brothers 
or sisters, and the contribution of part-time work in supporting the family, 
helps to foster resilience (Werner & Smith, 1982).

In a related book, Brooks and Goldstein (2004) describe how adults can 
develop a “resilient mindset.” Th ey emphasize the importance of taking 
responsibility for one’s actions and their impact on others. A resilient mind-
set also involves setting realistic goals and overcoming obstacles and adversi-
ties. Parental demonstration of a resilient mindset will impact their children 
because children learn responsibility and resilience vicariously from their 
parents.

Religious institutions are also protective factors. Williams and Lindsey 
(2010) reviewed the roles of spiritual practices in at-risk adolescents. Th ey con-
fi rmed that the following three major spiritual themes were related to bolster-
ing resilience: (a) having a personal relationship with God or a higher power, 
(b) fi nding meaning and purpose in life, and (c) embracing personally mean-
ingful spiritual practices. Th e church’s social life infl uences youth from poor 
communities more than doctrine does. Johnson (2002) also found that church 
attendance improves physical, social, and emotional health of students.
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Individual Differences Models

Th e individual diff erences models focus on the roles of personal charac-
teristics, personality traits, and competencies (Beardslee, 1989; Salovey & 
Sluyter, 1997). Resilience may also be conceptualized in terms of individual 
diff erences in character strengths. Certain character strengths, among them 
persistence, endurance, resourcefulness, courage, faith, and hope, are partic-
ularly important for resilience (Wong, 1995). As operationalized in Snyder’s 
hope theory (1997), hope has been shown to be a key psychological strength 
in the face of adverse life events. Hope can be measured as either a trait or a 
state (Curry & Snyder, 2000).

Maddi’s (Chapter 3, this volume) hardiness theory emphasizes the atti-
tudes of commitment, control, and challenge, as well as meaning making 
through decisions. Commitment is the decision to do what is right and remain 
engaged with life. Individuals exercise control by taking the initiative of doing 
what is right within one’s power as opposed to becoming passive and helpless. 
Challenge refers to the existential courage to confront adversities as an oppor-
tunity for personal growth.

Park and Peterson (2006) studied the Values in Action Inventory for Youth 
(VIA-Youth), which is a self-report questionnaire that measures 24 character 
strengths. Th eir factorial study of several samples of adolescents revealed four 
interpretable factors: temperance strengths (e.g., prudence, self-regulation, 
authenticity, perseverance), intellectual strengths (e.g., love of learning, curi-
osity, open-mindedness), theological strengths (e.g., hope, religiousness, love, 
zest, gratitude), and interpersonal strengths (e.g., kindness, modesty, bravery, 
teamwork).

Everly (2008) suggested seven lessons to develop character strengths in 
children: (a) developing strong relationships, (b) learning to make diffi  cult 
decisions, (c) taking responsibility, (d) staying healthy, (e) thinking posi-
tively, (f) having a faith, and (g) possessing integrity. To this list, Brooks and 
Goldstein (2002) would add empathy, optimism, respect, unconditional love, 
listening skills, and the patience to practice these values. 

Another individual diff erence has to do with the capacity for happiness 
and positive emotions, which also play an important role in meaningful living 
and resilience (Csikszentmihalyi & Csikszentmihalyi, 2006). Th ere are clear 
individual diff erences in the happiness set point (Lykken, 1999). However, 
more recent research has shown that the pursuit of life goals can alter the hap-
piness set point (Headey, 2008).

Narrative Models

Th e narrative approach makes use of the human capacity for narratives and 
storytelling to bring about personal transformation. Th e website http://www.
selfauthoring.com contains a wealth of information on the power and benefi ts 

http://wwwselfauthoring.com
http://wwwselfauthoring.com
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of narratives dealing with negative emotions and stimulating personal growth. 
Hauser, Allen, and Golden’s (2008) project illustrates how resilient troubled 
teens made pivotal changes in their lives through telling their stories. 

Cognitive-Behavioral Models

Th e cognitive-behavioral approach focuses on cognitive resilience. Examples 
of cognitive-behavioral models include cognitive-behavior therapy (CBT), 
rational-emotive behavior therapy (REBT), and problem-solving therapy 
(PST). According to Neenan (2009), having a stoic attitude toward adversity is 
at the heart of resilience. Neenan suggests that it is the cognitive meanings we 
attach to events, and not the events themselves, that determine our reactions 
to them. People can fi nd constructive ways of dealing with their diffi  culties by 
using the techniques from CBT, as well as learning from the wisdom of those 
who have prevailed over adversity.

Holistic Models

Because resilience is multidimensional, it takes a village to produce a resilient 
youth. Tull (2007), for example, summarizes a number of factors that pro-
mote resilience; these include the ability to cope eff ectively with stress, being 
connected with family and friends, spirituality, and fi nding positive meaning. 
Werner (1995) distinguished three contexts for protective factors: (a) personal 
attributes, (b) the family, and (c) the community. Wexler, DiFluvio, and Burke 
(2009) fi nd that meaning making and group identity can contribute to resil-
ience in combating systemic discrimination and structurally based unfairness. 
Th is approach is particularly useful for marginalized groups. Th is notion is 
consistent with the meaning-centered approach, which recognizes that mean-
ing making is based on personal as well as social construction. Community 
involvement also contributes to resilience. Price-Mitchell (2010) emphasizes 
the importance of engagement in civil responsibilities in promoting intrinsic 
motivation for self-effi  cacy, self-refl ection, overcoming challenges, and moral 
development.

Reichert, Stoudt, and Kuriloff ’s (2006) study suggests that gang violence 
may be normative and actually adaptive in some communities. In order to 
reduce violence, it may be necessary to move beyond the individuals and take 
political actions to create safer communities. Th e researcher emphasize a need 
for structural change of societies and communities to reduce poverty, injus-
tice, and discrimination.

Th e Meaning-Centered Approach to Resilience

Th e meaning-centered approach (Wong, 2010, 2011b; see also Chapter 1, this 
volume) represents a holistic and integrative theory for understanding resil-
ience. Th is approach is based on managing the interactions between the three 
modules of the positive triad through the dual-systems model of approach 
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and avoidance, as depicted in Figure 27.1. Th e three modules represent three 
meaning-centered positive intervention strategies. Th is positive triad provides 
a comprehensive way to enhance resilience in a variety of adverse situations, 
including the terror of death and tragic losses (Tomer, Graft on, & Wong, 2008; 
Wong, 2009b). 

The PURE Principles

Th e fi rst module of the positive triad consists of the PURE principles as 
shown in Table 27.1. PURE stands for purpose, understanding, responsible 
action, and enjoyment or evaluation. Elsewhere, we have elaborated on PURE 
(Chapter 28, this volume). Here, we explain why these four principles of mean-
ingful living form the foundation of resilience.

Th e Imperative of Purpose Having the right purpose is perhaps the most impor-
tant key to resilience and fl ourishing. One may volunteer for a good cause and 

ABCDE strategy of resilience
1. Acceptance
2. Belief
3. Commitment
4. Discovery
5. Enjoyment and
    evaluation

Approach Avoidance

The PURE principles of meaningful
living

Elements of tragic optimism
1. Acceptance of the worst
2. Affirmation in the value
    and meaning of life
3. Self-transcendence
    (altruism)
4. Faith in God and others
5. Courage to face adversity

1. Purpose
2. Understanding
3. Responsibility
4. Enjoyment

Figure 27.1 The meaning-centered positive triad of survival and fl ourishing as mediated by the 

dual-system of approach and avoidance.
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engage in happiness-inducing and strength-enhancing exercises, but without 
a strong sense of life purpose, one is likely to lose one’s way and see one’s life 
derailed by making a wrong turn. In some cases, having the wrong life purpose 
is worse than having no purpose at all. Adolph Hitler, for example, had an evil 
purpose, as did Osama Bin Laden: Both devoted their lives to the evil purpose 
of destroying innocent people, and the world has suff ered greatly because of 
them. To the extent that purpose is related to core values and beliefs, it is not 
morally neutral. Purpose can be right or wrong, good or bad. A good and right 
purpose will be constructive, realistic, achievable, consistent with one’s gift s 
and strengths, and, more important, congruent with the best values for the 
person and society. Self-transcendence is one of the defi ning characteristics 
of a good purpose. 

Table 27.1 The PURE Principles of Flourishing

Source of Meaning

Purpose (motivation): 
• Direction, calling, passion, priority, 

value, choice
• Purpose depends on understanding, 

wisdom, knowledge, and sound 
judgment 

Positive emotions
Achievement
Relationship
Self-acceptance
Self-transcendence (altruism)
Religion and spirituality
Fairness and justice

Understanding (cognition):
• Awareness, knowing, insight, belief, 

attitude
• Understanding depends on having 

the right mindset, philosophy of life, 
and value systems

Meaning mindset
Mindful awareness
A sense of coherence
Philosophy and religion
Narratives, myths, and symbols
Belief systems
Self-identity and self-concept
Realistic positive thinking about life

Responsibility (behavior):
• Moral habit, ethical behavior, 

accountability, civic virtue
• Responsibility depends on purpose 

and understanding

Doing the right thing
Engaged in civic virtues
Engaged in fulfi lling potential
Caring and compassion for others
Living as a good person
Leaving a good legacy
Solving problems and coping with stress

Enjoyment (aff ect):
• Feeling good about one’s actions 

and life
• Enjoyment depends on all the above

Happiness
Eudaimonia, well-being
Life satisfaction
Fulfi llment
Harmony
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Importantly, Erikson proposed that young people need to identify with 
values that have transcendence, that is,  that supersede family and self 
and have historical continuity, commanding respect from others who 
have lived and who will live aft er them (Yates & Youniss, 1996). Th is 
sense of transcendence is important for young people because it pro-
vides them with a compelling purpose. (Wexler et al., 2009, p. 567)

Self-transcendence is part of the sources of meaning that make life worth 
living (Wong, 1998b). Th e eight sources of meaning identifi ed by Wong map 
onto the pathways to fl ourishing and happiness (Seligman, 2011; see also 
Ecclesiastes, NIV; Myers, 1993). Th erefore, only meaning-oriented life pur-
poses are likely to enhance resilience and fl ourishing. 

One’s life purpose depends importantly on one’s overall life orientation 
or the mindset with which one looks at life and makes signifi cant choices. 
Elsewhere, Wong (2011d; see also Chapter 1, this volume) has made the dis-
tinction between a meaning mindset and a happiness mindset. For those indi-
viduals with a happiness mindset, the primary objective in life is to pursue 
whatever gives them optimal happiness, which may be money, power, fame, or 
pleasures. Th us, the happiness mindset may also be referred to as the success 
mindset. In contrast, for those individuals with a meaning mindset, the ulti-
mate concern is to devote their lives to pursue something meaningful and vir-
tuous for the common good. Th us, the meaning mindset can also be referred 
to as virtue mindset. Th e happiness mindset asks, “What can I get from life? 
How can I be happier?” whereas the meaning mindset asks, “What does life 
demand of me? How can I do more to make life better for others?” Research is 
underway to determine whether a meaning mindset, as compared to a happi-
ness mindset, would lead to more eudaimonistic well-being, resilience, char-
acter strengths, and moral virtues.

Understanding Understanding is closely related to purpose and plays a vital 
role in meaningful living. It is doubtful whether one can live a meaning-fi lled 
life without a clear sense of the self and of one’s place in the world. If you do 
not know who you are and what you are meant to be, how can you discover 
the right purpose and meaning in life? Similarly, one needs to have a pretty 
good understanding of reality, of the challenges and opportunities available 
in order to set life goals. Having a philosophical understanding of what really 
matters also contributes to the formation of life purpose. Finally, to under-
stand the demands of each situation as well as one’s own proper role in that 
situation is important for deciding on responsible actions.

Understanding is also related to a sense of coherence. Without a sense 
of coherence, life is incomprehensible, unpredictable, and unsettling. 
Without a sense of order and understanding of how the world works, we 
would have diffi  culty cultivating hardiness (Maddi, 1998). Without a clear 
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sense of self-identity, we would not know what to do with our lives. Th e 
pursuit of self-understanding and self-knowledge is important for self-con-
trol (Baumeister, Heatherton, & Tice, 1994). Attribution and appraisal help 
us understand the nature of situational stress (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; 
Peacock & Wong, 1990; Weiner, 1985; Wong & Weiner, 1981). Understanding 
also includes emotional intelligence (Salovey, Mayer, & Caruso, 2002). At a 
deeper level, enlightenment about life and death, as well as one’s place in the 
larger scheme of things, is needed to discover the meaning of life (Wong & 
Tomer, 2011).

For young people with limited life experience, guidance and mentoring are 
needed to enhance the understanding of themselves, other people, and their 
responsibilities in the world. A big part of understanding has been referred to 
as social-emotional intelligence (Salovey et al., 2002), which will contribute to 
relational resilience.

Th ere is also a sociocultural dimension to understanding. According to 
constructivist psychology (Raskin, Bridges, & Neimeyer, 2010), meaning mak-
ing is involved in understanding self and the world, in navigating everyday 
life. Meanings are subjectively constructed based on one’s personal history and 
idiographic way of experiencing the world, but the ways that we understand 
our world and ourselves are also shaped by culture, language, and ongoing 
relationships. Th us, curiosity, meaning seeking, myth making, and story telling 
all contribute to our understanding of ourselves and the world we live in. 

We are more likely to quest for meaning and understanding when our 
assumptive worlds are disrupted (Janoff -Bulman, 1992). Crisis serves as an 
opportunity for people to rework their understanding of their own lives and 
the cultural dynamics of their world (Becker, 1997). According to the mean-
ing maintenance model (Heine, Proulx, & Vohs, 2006), when one’s meaning 
systems are threatened by a variety of adverse events, one will seek alternative 
mental representations to regain a sense of meaning. Wong and Weiner (1981) 
demonstrated that when outcomes are unexpected or negative, people engage 
in both causal and existential attributions (Wong, 1991). Th us, our capacity 
for understanding is constantly challenged and stretched. We probe, explore, 
and search. We use imaginations, metaphors, myths, and analogues. We even 
learn how to see and hear beyond our senses in order to get a sense of our call-
ing and destiny.

Damon (2008) emphasizes the need for self-assessment: “A sense of calling 
requires (1) a realistic awareness of one’s own abilities; (2) an interest in how 
those abilities can serve some aspect of the world’s needs; and (3) a feeling of 
enjoyment in using one’s abilities in this way” (p. 46). Barber’s (2008a, 2008b) 
research with youth in war-torn Bosnia and Gaza demonstrated the psycho-
logical importance of establishing a sense of personal identity and under-
standing the nature of the confl ict in order to make sense of one’s personal 
experiences of war. “He concludes that if young people can locate themselves 
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in a historical context, identify with a collective purpose and play an active 
role to further that purpose, they will be better able to withstand hardship” 
(Wexler et al., 2009, p. 567).

Understanding also requires practical wisdom. Aristotle (trans. 2004) 
emphasized the importance of practical wisdom as well as rationality. In 
Sternberg’s (2001) words, practical wisdom is “not simply about maximiz-
ing one’s own or someone else’s self-interest, but about balancing various 
self-interests (intrapersonal) with the interests of others (interpersonal) and 
of other aspects of the context in which one lives (extrapersonal), such as 
one’s city or country or environment or even God” (p. 231). All the signature 
strengths without practical wisdom may lead to irresponsible decisions with 
disastrous consequences. Th at is why to Aristotle, practical wisdom and ratio-
nality are always needed in living the good life. 

Responsibility Responsibility is concerned with doing what is right. With 
freedom comes responsibility. Because self-determination is one of the keys to 
happiness and the good life, the ability to make good decisions is paramount. 
Good decisions not only lead to successful or satisfying results for the individ-
ual but also meet ethical requirements and contribute to the well-being of others 
(e.g., Snyder & Feldman, 2000). According to Gallup’s Strengthfi nders, “People 
strong in the Responsibility theme take psychological ownership of what they 
say they will do. Th ey are committed to stable values such as honesty and loy-
alty” (as cited in Snyder & Lopez, 2007, p. 56). To act responsibly, one must be 
accountable to self and others. A meaningful and optimal life, according to 
Csikszentmihalyi (1990; Csikszentmihalyi & Csikszentmihalyi, 1992, 2006), 
involves two processes, namely diff erentiation and integration. Th e former 
refl ects a strong sense of personal responsibility for developing and using our 
unique talents, and the latter requires the wisdom to be responsible for others, 
given that we are all enmeshed in a network of relationships. 

Enjoyment and Evaluation Typically, there are three sources of enjoyment 
of happiness: (a) hedonic happiness that comes from pleasant experiences, 
(b) eudaimonic happiness that comes from doing what is good and realizing 
one’s potential, and (c) chaironic happiness that comes as a gift  from grace, 
oft en unrelated to our own virtue and accomplishments. One is more likely to 
experience chaironic happiness when one is spiritually attuned. Th e pursuit of 
all eight sources of meaning will yield all three kinds of happiness. Even when 
we do all the right things, however, from time to time we may still experience 
periods of darkness. From our meaning-centered perspective, these diffi  cult 
moments in life call for soul searching and refl ection, which oft en results in 
adopting the ABCDE strategy, introduced next in this chapter.

Feeling good is the inevitable outcome from doing good in light of one’s 
highest purpose and best understanding. One can feel satisfi ed with the 
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decision and action even when one fails to achieve the desired result. When the 
situation worsens and when dissatisfaction sets in, self-regulation demands 
that one reevaluates one’s purpose, understanding, and actions in order to 
make midcourse corrections. Th e evaluative component is necessary to ensure 
that one gets unstuck and moves forward. Here, discontent serves a positive 
function when it compels the unhappy person to make positive changes. 

Th e annals of the world’s great religions are full of stories about men 
and women who maintain their dedication and mental balance despite 
severe persecution and hardships. … [Indeed,] far from feeling sorry for 
themselves, they felt gratitude, and even joy, for the hardships that had 
tested their faith. Th eir ordeals, they were convinced, had brought them 
closer to God. (Damon, 2008, p. 45)

The ABCDE Strategy of Resilience 

Th e ABCDE model, which stands for acceptance, belief, commitment, discov-
ery, and evaluation, is primarily an intervention strategy dealing with stress 
and adversity, as summarized in Table 27.2. Wong has elaborated on the thera-
peutic functions of ABCDE elsewhere (Wong, 2011b; see also Chapter 28, this 
volume). Whereas PURE provides the principles of meaningful living, ABCDE 
provides the principles of overcoming existential givens, misfortunes, and 
suff erings. Here, we simply highlight elements related to resilience. 

Acceptance Acceptance plays a vital role in meaning-centered resilience 
training. It not only contributes to the source of meaning but also is a key 
element of the ABCDE strategy and tragic optimism. Th e reason acceptance 
is involved in all three modules of the positive triad is that practical wisdom 
is needed to accept what cannot be changed. Acceptance involves recognizing 
one’s limitations as a person as well as one’s fi nitude and fragility as a human 
being. Just as wisdom is needed for living an authentic life, a worthwhile life 
comes from the wisdom of self-acceptance.

Acceptance moves us beyond the immature defense mechanisms of deni-
als and repression, and enables us to face the new reality to which we must 
adapt. A positive attitude toward life begins with accepting our limitations 
and external constraints (Wong, 1998b). Th e mindfulness approach empha-
sizes acceptance. Kabat-Zinn (1990) teaches his patients “to taste their own 
wholeness as they are, right now … to accept ourselves right now, as we are, 
symptoms or no symptoms, pain or no pain, fear or no fear” (pp. 279–280).

Belief It is diffi  cult to conceive how we can maintain hope and confi dence 
in the face of bleak prospects without some belief, be it religious faith, trust 
in others, or self-affi  rmation. Whereas CBT emphasizes the importance of 
challenging dysfunctional beliefs, meaning-centered counseling and therapy 
(MCCT) emphasizes the importance of positive belief that gives people hope 
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and sustains goal striving. Positive belief also provides the motivation to 
change. Th e belief that life can be meaningful and signifi cant inevitably leads 
to eff orts to discover one’s purpose and passion. For young people, it is par-
ticularly important that they believe that their future can be better and that 
life is worth living in spite of the present diffi  culties. 

Commitment MCCT emphasizes human agency and the potency of action. 
“Agency is the motivational component that ensures a person will be able to 
begin and sustain the eff ort necessary to follow a particular pathway. Agency 
is characterized by internal speech, such as ‘I am not going to be stopped’” 
(Valle, Huebner, & Suldo, 2006, p. 395). Commitment to persistent hard work 

Table 27.2 The ABCDE Model of Resilience

Description

Acceptance: Accepting 
what cannot be changed

Accepting reality, limitations, loss, trauma, existential 
givens

Belief: Affi  rming one’s 
ideals and core values

Recognizing the intrinsic value and meaning of life
Receiving support and help from others
Turning to a personal God or higher power
Growing and striving for positive transformation
Believing in an eventual triumph of good over evil
Recognizing the worthiness and authenticity of one’s 
mission

Recognizing and using one’s competencies and abilities
Commitment: Moving 
forward and carrying out 
one’s responsibility with 
determination

Doing what needs to be done regardless of feelings or 
circumstances

Striving to fulfi ll one’s responsibility no matter what
Enduring hardship and pain for your cause
Problem solving and eff ective coping
Avoiding errors and temptations
Practicing the PURE principle
Pursuing realistic goals
Reauthoring one’s life story

Discovery: Learning 
something new about the 
self and life

Digging deeper, exploring farther, and searching 
higher

Discovering one’s hidden courage and strength
Discovering the power of faith and spiritual resources
Grasping the complexities of life and people

Enjoyment or evaluation: 
Savoring positive 
outcomes or reassessing 
one’s progress

Feeling relief that the worst is over
Savoring the moments of success
Refl ecting and reviewing one’s life
Receiving feedback from others
Conducting assessments and making adjustments
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is necessary to bring about change. Th ere will always be setbacks and obstacles; 
therefore, persistence and resourcefulness are indispensable in achieving wor-
thy goals. Real change begins when one takes the fi rst concrete step in a new 
direction. We need to do whatever it takes to get out of a rut to create a better 
future. We all need to do what is demanded of us by a sense of responsibility 
or moral obligations. Just do it is the message, even when we do not feel like 
doing it. Both Morita therapy (Ishiyama, 1990) and acceptance-commitment 
therapy (Biglan, Hayes, & Pistorello, 2008) stress the importance of action 
over feelings in order to overcome depression and improve daily function-
ing. Commitment to goal setting and goal striving is important for academic 
achievement (Morisano, Hirsh, Peterson, Shore, & Pihl, 2010). Commitment 
also refers to the quest for meaning and signifi cance, which makes one feel 
that life is worth living.

Discovery Viktor Frankl (1946/1985) has consistently emphasized that 
meaning is discovered more than created, and for good reason. Discovery of 
meaning involves soul searching, awakening, or enlightenment about how 
one ought to live. It also means discovering hidden talents in oneself, signifi -
cance in mundane activities, and more important, one’s sense of calling and 
mission. People are oft en unaware of how courageous and resilient they are 
until they are challenged to rise to the occasion. Young people do not usually 
discover what matters and what life demands of them until they are commit-
ted to the quest for meaning and personal growth. 

Evaluation or Enjoyment Evaluation or enjoyment is an important compo-
nent of self-regulation. If nothing seems to work and one remains miserable, 
then some adjustment is necessary. When the previous four steps work well 
and result in a satisfactory solution, then the ABCDE strategy will yield to 
PURE principles until one encounters another obstacle or crisis.

Tragic Optimism

Tragic optimism is a specialized module used to cope with extreme adversi-
ties and catastrophic events. It draws strengths from PURE and ABCDE to 
restore hope in the most hopeless situations. Th e fi ve components of tragic 
optimism are acceptance, belief, courage, religious faith, and self-transcen-
dence. Tragic optimism is the only kind of hope that can survive all the storms 
of life (Frankl, 1946/1985; Wong, 2009b; Wong & McDonald, 2002), for it is 
grounded in reality and rooted in faith. Horrible things happen to good peo-
ple, and tragedy may strike without any notice. In such trying times, resil-
ience begins with the courage to accept the horrors that have descended on us. 
Belief in the intrinsic worth and meaning of life prevents people from sinking 
into depression or committing suicide. Having faith in God or belief that res-
cue is forthcoming keeps hope alive. Self-transcendence connects suff ering 
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individuals with other victims in the solidarity of helping others and working 
together to overcome devastating traumas. 

The Dual-Systems Model

Th e dual-systems model, as described by Wong (Chapter 1, this volume), 
is responsible for managing the interactions between the three modules. 
More specifi cally, it manages the coordination and interactions between the 
approach and avoidance systems. It is based on self-determination theory 
(Chapters 4 and 24, this volume), which emphasizes the process and the skills 
necessary for achieving desirable goals and overcoming obstacles. Th e medi-
ating role of the dual-systems model is shown in Figure 27.1.

Th e dual-systems model also incorporates principles of eff ective coping 
and stress management, which are essential for well-being and resilience 
(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Wong & Wong, 2006). Preventive and transforma-
tive types of coping (as measured by Wong, Reker, & Peacock, 2006) are par-
ticularly important in planning for a desirable future and achieving the good 
life. Th e dual-systems model mediates between the interactions of PURE, 
ABCDE, and tragic optimism to ensure that the positive triad works in a bal-
anced and effi  cient manner to enhance resilience and fl ourishing. 

Ways of Building Resilience 

Since the early days of research on the invulnerable child, many youth resilience 
programs have been developed as part of the positive youth movement (Catalano, 
Berglund, Ryan, Lonczak, & Hawkins, 1998; Lopez & McKnight, 2002); these 
interventions may have outpaced scientifi c research (Doll & Lyon, 1998). 

Th ere are diff erent approaches to building resilience. Th e positive youth 
movement contributes to youth resilience primarily through extracurricu-
lar activities. According to America’s Promise Alliance (2010), there are fi ve 
promises of the positive youth movement: caring adults, safe places, a healthy 
start and healthy development, an eff ective education, and opportunities to 
help others through service. Some of the organizations that provide activi-
ties that contribute to positive youth development include Big Brothers and 
Big Sisters, Boy’s Club, YMCA, and YWCA. According to Jamieson (2005), 
although positive youth programs come in diff erent shapes and sizes, one can 
identify factors for youth programs that work: First, the more time committed 
to youths generally result in better outcomes. Second, the younger the partici-
pants, the more likely they are to develop competence. Th ird, the more struc-
tured the programs, the more likely these programs will produce consistent 
results. 

Some programs are highly structured and are incorporated in the regu-
lar school curriculum. One example is the Penn Resiliency Program (PRP; 
Gillham & Reivich, 2004). Th e PRP consists of 12 scripted sessions in the class-
room focusing on awareness of thought patterns and modifying explanatory 
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styles of events. Th e program helps students think realistically and fl exibly 
and is based on CBT.

Currently, there are numerous other programs based on the cognitive-
behavioral approach to building resilience in children and youth. For exam-
ple, the “FRIENDS for Life” program developed by Barrett (2004a, 2004b) 
has been used to reduce anxieties and reinforce desirable behavior in order 
to increase resilience (Barrett & Turner, 2001; Rose, Miller, & Martinez, 
2009).

Reivich and Shatte’s (2002) program is also based on CBT and empha-
sizes seven cognitive skills to fi nding one’s inner strength and overcoming 
life’s obstacles: (a) learning the ABCs of CBT, (b) avoiding thinking traps, 
(c) detecting icebergs, (d) challenging beliefs, (e) putting things in perspective, 
(f) calming and focusing, and (g) real-time resilience.

A Meaning-Centered Approach to Building Resilience

Given the multidimensional nature of resilience, only a holistic and integra-
tive meaning-centered approach can deliver a comprehensive resilience pro-
gram. A comprehensive resilience program for youth will incorporate all 
seven dimensions of resilience.

 1. Relational and emotional resilience results from such protective fac-
tors as secure attachment and intimacy with a parent, caregiver, or 
caring adult.

 2. Behavioral resilience comes from discipline and training, including 
forming good habits of focusing, persistence, endurance, and task 
completion. 

 3. Cognitive competence is also important: Learning how to think pos-
itively and resist negative thoughts builds cognitive resilience.

 4. Youth need to realize that there is something bigger out there, bigger 
than one’s self-interests. Th ey can also learn to be attuned to spiritual 
transcendental realities, which give birth to feelings of awe and won-
der. Th ey need to develop the kind of faith that will work for them in 
times of tragedy. Spiritual-existential resilience entails the capacity 
for faith and prayer. 

 5. Transactional resilience comes from learning coping and problem-
solving skills. It involves learning how to develop and access ecologi-
cal resources and how to use culturally and situationally appropriate 
coping responses.

A comprehensive meaning-centered resilience program will cover the fol-
lowing themes: (a) purposes and life goals; (b) understanding  the self and 
one’s place in the world; (c) freedom and responsibility; (d) the right and 
wrong pathways to happiness; (e) the courage to accept internal and external 
constraints; (f) faith and belief in a better future; (g) commitment to growth; 
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(h) discovery of hidden dimensions of the self and new frontiers of life; 
(i) the power of self-transcendence, empathy, compassion, and altruism; and 
(j) Positive thinking, attribution and meaning-management.

Given that space will not permit a detailed description of all meaning-
enhancing positive interventions (see Wong & Wong, in press), here we will 
highlight just a few exercises. 

Interventions to Enhance Purposefulness

A purpose-driven life is more likely to endure adversities and setbacks. Th us, 
the meaning-centered approach focuses on discovering what really matters 
in life, reinforcing the will to meaning, and identifying concrete and realis-
tic goals consistent with one’s life purpose (Frankl, 1946/1985; Wong, 1998b, 
2010). Damon (2008) shows that the key ingredient in guiding young people 
to meaningful choices is the development of a clear sense of purpose that tran-
scends self-interest. Having a sense of purpose gives youth a strong sense of 
moral identity and resiliency (Bronk, 2005). Here are a few interventions that 
contribute to the discovery and enhancement of purpose.

 1. Discover what makes your life worth living: Complete the Personal 
Meaning Profi le (PMP; Wong, 1998b) to learn which sources of 
meaning are important to you. 

 2. Discover what matters most to you: Complete the Life Orientation 
Profi le (LOP; Wong, 2011a) to learn whether your core values and 
ultimate concerns are primarily oriented toward pleasure, success, 
meaning, or virtue. 

 3. Describe in concrete, specifi c terms a mission statement for your life, 
career, or education. Ask a series of why questions until you are truly 
satisfi ed with your mission statement.

 4. Conduct a dream analysis by asking yourself “What was my dream 
as a child?” and “What is my recurrent dream in life?” Write about 
these dreams, and refl ect on their meaning and importance to you. 

 5. Consider a magic question: If you were granted one wish, what would 
that be? Why?

 6. If you could carry only one thing with you to a faraway place for an 
extended period of time, what would it be and why?

Interventions to Enhance Self-Understanding

 1. Mirror test (Part 1): Look at yourself in the mirror and ask yourself 
“Do I like what I see?” “What do I like about myself?” “What don’t I 
like about myself?” “Is there a dark secret in me that needs to be dealt 
with?” “What changes do I need to make in order to make my life 
more meaningful and fulfi lling?”

 2. Mirror test (Part 2): Ask yourself “What do other people see in me?” 
“What do other people say about me?” “What are the most common 
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compliments I receive?” “What are the most common criticisms I 
receive?” (If you are a believer, you can also ask yourself, “What does 
God see in me?”)

 3. Th e Johari window (see Figure 27.2; Luft  & Ingham, 1955): Th is exer-
cise is intended to help you discover what you know and don’t know 
about yourself and what others know and don’t know about yourself.

 4. Journaling and self-authoring: Write something about your past, 
present, and future (see http://www.selfauthoring.com). Write about 
your emotional everyday life experiences (Pennebaker, 1997).

 5. Identify and articulate the positive meanings for your education or 
career choice.

 6. Refl ect on meaningful moments (Wong, 2011c). A meaningful 
moment is defi ned as a moment marked by certain qualities that 
enrich life and provide insights to living.

Positive Exercises

 1. Self-assessment: At the end of each day or week, identify the things 
you did that gave you a sense of satisfaction; also identify the things 
you failed to do or things you did that made you feel dissatisfi ed. 
Describe your negative feelings and plan actions to reduce or elimi-
nate areas of dissatisfaction.

 2. Positivity exercise (Part 1): Identify the most troublesome and nega-
tive areas in your life. Discover three positive benefi ts that can come 
from each of these negative areas. Explore ways to transform nega-
tive aspects of your life into positive assets for the future. 

 3. Positivity exercise (Part 2): Identify your most intrusive negative 
thoughts. Reframe these thoughts so they will no longer trouble you. 
Th e next step is to transform these thoughts into positive ideas for 
personal growth. 

 4. Silence exercise: Unplug yourself from everything. Switch off  your 
iPhone, iPod, TV, radio, telephone, and so on. Get away from people 
and noise. Find a quiet spot and stay in complete solitude for one 

Known to self

Known
to others Open/arena

Hidden/facade Unknown

Blind

Not known to self

Not
known

to others

Figure 27.2 The Johari window.

http://www.selfauthoring.com
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hour. Meditate, pray, or simply savor the present moment without 
judgment or analysis. Aft erward, describe what you experienced.

Acceptance Exercises

 1. Ask a trusted friend to tell you honestly what is right and what is 
wrong with you. Th roughout the exercise, do not defend yourself. 
Learn to listen quietly and carefully. Aft er a time of refl ection, write 
down your feelings and thoughts and describe how you have come to 
accept the parts of the criticisms that are true or partially true.

 2. Discover and accept your limitations and fi nd a way to get the job 
done despite your defi ciencies.

Commitment Exercises

 1. Contracting: Make a contract with yourself and/or with a trusted 
friend or counselor to make yourself accountable to a commitment 
you have made. Th e contract should include a realistic goal and a 
concrete plan of action.

 2. Success story: Describe at least one incident in your life in which you 
had to endure and overcome a serious adversity or setback. Indicate 
what you learned from that experience.

 3. Endurance test: Commit to a regime of gradually increasing your 
endurance in some activity or exercise without harming yourself. 
Focus on improving your ability to persist and concentrate on that 
task despite discomfort. 

 4. Team work: Commit yourself to becoming a valued member of a 
group. It can be a special interest club, community service group, or 
meet-up group (see http://www.meetup.com). Stay with that group 
until you feel as if you belong to the group as a signifi cant, valued, 
and contributing member.

 5. Good deeds: Do good deeds every week. Some good deeds may 
inconvenience you or call for self-sacrifi ce while benefi ting others.

 6. Challenge yourself: Do something challenging each week. Choose to 
do something outside your comfort zone or perform a task that is 
fairly diffi  cult but still achievable. 

Conclusions
We have shown that resilience is the capacity to grow and fl ourish in spite of 
setbacks and adversity. We have made the case that in order for children and 
youth to be resilient, we need a holistic and integrative approach that takes 
into account social, ecological, and cultural factors. We have shown that the 
meaning-centered positive triad incorporates all the dimensions of resilience. 
Th e PURE module provides the main sources of motivational, relational, and 
emotional resilience. Meaning and purpose give individuals direction, life 

http://www.meetup.com
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goals, and the energy needed to succeed in life. Relationships and community 
resources provide the social support one needs. Th e positive emotions that 
ensue from meaningful pursuits are like icing on the cake, making life more 
pleasant and engaging.

Th e ABCDE module provides cognitive and behavioral resilience. Positive 
and realistic thinking enables one to make sound decisions and judgments. 
Acquiring the habit of persistence and fl exibility enables one to persevere 
with courage, fortitude, and resourcefulness. Success in overcoming diffi  cul-
ties further increases one’s cognitive resilience; one learns to attach positive 
meanings and attributions to adversity, perceiving them as challenges and 
opportunities, rather than threats, to becoming better and stronger.

Tragic optimism provides the existential or spiritual resilience one 
needs in catastrophic or hopeless situations. When one’s assumptive world 
is shattered and when death seems inescapable, “will to meaning,” accord-
ing to Frankl (1946/1985), gives one the will to live. Life has meaning to its 
last breath. Suff ering becomes bearable and death loses its sting when one 
has found something worth dying for. Tragic optimism off ers a ray of hope 
even when all realistic hopes for survival and recovery have perished. In such 
desperate situations, tragic optimism oft en involves belief in miracles and an 
ultimate rescuer. Also, however, tragic optimism emphasizes the importance 
of self-transcendence, compassion, and solidarity in trying times. Th e bur-
den becomes lighter and the pain becomes more bearable when people come 
together to help each other to survive yet another day. 

Th e dual-systems model provides transactional resilience through man-
aging the interactions between the approach and avoidance systems in order 
to minimize failure and maximize success. Th is meaning-centered self- 
regulation system capitalizes on people’s capacities for meaning seeking, mean-
ing making and meaning reconstruction in order to achieve important life goals.

In the fi nal analysis, resilience has to be fueled by hope, faith, and love. 
Resilience demands all the courage one can muster, all the wisdom one can 
master, and all the support one can rally in order to become what one was 
meant to be and make worthy contributions to humanity. Th e holistic mean-
ing-centered approach is designed to produce positive, mentally healthy youth 
by building character strengths, developing moral fortitude, fostering com-
passion for others, and cultivating supportive social ecologies. 

Greitens (2011) provides a living example of meaning-centered resilience 
that combines true grit with compassion. He wrote in his autobiography:

I’ve learned from nuns who fed the destitute in Mother Teresa’s homes 
for the dying in India, aid workers who healed orphaned children in 
Rwanda, and Navy SEALs who fought in Afghanistan. As warriors, as 
humanitarians, they’ve taught me that without courage, compassion fal-
ters, and without compassion, courage has no direction. Th ey’ve shown 
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me that it is within our power, indeed the world requires of us—every 
one of us—to be both good and strong. (p. ix)

To Greitens, “Th e person who has nothing for which he is willing to fi ght, 
nothing which is more important than his own personal safety, is a miserable 
creature” (Back cover). Th is statement captures the essence of the meaning-
centered positive triad for resilience and fl ourishing.
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Th e quest for meaning represents not only a primary intrinsic motivation 
for life expansion but also a powerful capacity for personal transformation. 
Cognitive and existential therapies both emphasize that we are what we think; 
more precisely, we are how we make sense of ourselves and our place in the 
world. Having a healthy sense of self-identity and of one’s mission in life is 
essential for well-being. Meaning is also a pivotal concept in understanding 
the complexity and predicaments of life as well as in developing faith and spir-
ituality. It is no wonder that meaning is an essential component to all major 
schools of psychotherapy. 

More than any other therapy, Viktor Frankl’s logotherapy (1946/1985a, 
1986) capitalizes on the characteristic of human beings as meaning-seeking 
and meaning-making creatures. Frankl died in 1997, but his enduring infl u-
ence has continued to increase (Wong, 1998a, 2009). His autobiographical 
book Man’s Search for Meaning still speaks to new generations of readers, 
and his impact on psychology and psychotherapy has been well documented 
(Batthyany & Guttmann, 2006; Batthyany & Levinson, 2009). Joseph Fabry 
and Elizabeth Lukas, two leading fi gures in logotherapy, contributed to the 
fi rst edition of the Human Quest for Meaning; they were unable to revise their 
chapters because they passed away. Th eir contributions to logotherapy are 
included in this chapter, however. Here, I present the basic tenets and princi-
ples of logotherapy and then describe how logotherapy evolves into meaning-
centered counseling and therapy (MCCT). 

A Brief Overview of Logotherapy

Logotherapy simply means therapy through meaning. Frankl considered 
logotherapy a spiritually oriented approach toward psychotherapy. “A psy-
chotherapy which not only recognizes man’s spirit, but actually starts from 
it may be termed logotherapy. In this connection, logos is intended to signify 
‘the spiritual’ and beyond that ‘the meaning’” (Frankl, 1986, xvii). Of interest 
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to note it has become common practice in academic psychology to defi ne 
spirituality in terms of meaning and purpose (Wong, 1998d; Wong, Wong, 
McDonald, & Klaassen, 2007).

Th e term existential analysis implies a form of depth psychotherapy infl u-
enced by Sigmund Freud’s psychoanalysis. Frankl, however, focused on clients’ 
cries for meaning and purpose, both of which may lie latent at a subconscious 
level. For Frankl, existential analysis is the therapeutic process of making 
clients aware of their spirituality and capacity for meaning. “Inasmuch as 
logotherapy makes him aware of the hidden logos of his existence, it is an ana-
lytical process” (Frankl, 1985a, p. 125). In Frankl’s writing, existential analysis 
and logotherapy are used interchangeably.

The Spiritual Dimension of Human Existence

One of the propositions of logotherapy is that the human spirit is our healthy 
core. Th e human spirit may be conceptualized as our basic yearnings and 
capacity for meaning and spirituality. Th e human spirit may be blocked by 
biological or psychological sickness, but it remains intact; the spirit does not 
get sick, even when the psychobiological organism is injured. Th e main objec-
tive of existential analysis is to remove the blockages and free the human spirit 
to fulfi ll its tasks. 

According to Fabry (1994), the noetic dimension or the human spirit is 
the “medicine chest” of logotherapy, containing such various inner resources 
as love, the will to meaning, purpose in life, hope, dignity, creativity, con-
science, and the capacity for choice. Existential analysis focuses on activating 
the noetic dimension through a variety of therapeutic means, among them the 
appealing technique, modifi cation of attitude, Socratic dialogue, paradoxical 
intention, and derefl ection. 

Paradoxical intention is a very useful therapeutic technique. Simply put, it 
encourages the client to confront his or her worst nightmare. In fact, the client is 
encouraged to imagine a worst-case scenario that is so ridiculous and so impos-
sible that the only logical response is to laugh at it. Th is technique is based on the 
human capacity of self-distancing or self-detachment. It is similar to the exter-
nalization technique used in narrative therapy, which asks the client to detach 
him- or herself from the problem and observe the problem as something external 
to the self. By distancing oneself from the problem, one gains some clarity and 
perspective so that the problem no longer defi nes or consumes the individual.

Th e second-most commonly used logotherapy technique is called dere-
fl ection. With derefl ection, the client is asked to shift  his or her focus from a 
seemingly intractable problem to something bigger and positive. Th is tech-
nique is based on the human capacity for self-transcendence. In other words, 
the client is asked to rise above or transcend the problem. 

When existential analysis is eff ective, clients become more open and more 
accepting of themselves and also more tolerant of the complexities and dark 
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aspects of human existence. Th ey begin to feel free to engage the world and 
pursue their dreams in a responsible and courageous manner; as a result, cli-
ents become able to lead an authentic and meaningful life. 

Basic Tenets of Logotherapy

Th e three fundamental tenets of logotherapy are (1) freedom of will, (2) will 
to meaning, and (3) meaning of life (Frankl, 1967/1985b). Th ese three tenets 
are interconnected: People have the intrinsic motivation for meaning; they are 
free to choose and live a meaningful life because meaning can be found in all 
circumstances. Logotherapy is built on these three basic propositions.

Freedom of Will Without the capacity for freedom of will, people would not 
be able to choose how to respond to a given situation and decide on their own 
preferred life path. Freedom of will enables people to be responsible, moral 
agents. Th ere is no escape from making choices, and people are accountable for 
the consequences of their decisions and actions. Frankl (1946/1985a) empha-
sized that freedom without responsibility would lead to chaos and nihilism. 
Th erefore, freedom is always limited by responsibility. Fabry (1998) wrote, 
“Th is individual responsibility is a personal response to ultimate meaning and 
to the meanings of the moment as they are interpreted by the unique indi-
vidual” (p. 298). We are responsible to ourselves, to other people, to societal 
values, and to the suprahuman dimension. 

In this suprahuman dimension dwells the order which I have defi ned 
as ultimate meaning. One could also call it “suprameaning”—an order 
whose laws we can violate only at our peril, regardless of whether we 
see the order in religious or secular terms: as God, Life, Nature, or the 
Ecosystem. (Fabry, 1994, p. 150)

According to Fabry (1994), “Th e switch from a vertical to a horizontal value 
system has caused confusion and meaninglessness because many people reject 
the traditional guidelines and have had no experience in fi nding their own” 
(p. 206). Fabry suggested that the demands of the suprahuman dimension may 
correct the widespread belief that individuals are free to do whatever they 
want to achieve success and happiness. 

Will to Meaning Th e will to meaning refers to the primary motivation of 
seeking meaning and living a meaningful life. Human beings are not pushed 
by drives, instincts, and past histories of reinforcement but drawn forward by 
the need to fulfi ll future meanings. Th e ultimate purpose in life is not to gain 
pleasure or power but to fi nd meaning and value in life. Will to meaning is 
essential for survival and health. Th e will to live is best understood as the will 
to meaning. A strong will to meaning enables people to endure unimaginable 
suff erings and to persist in pursuing their ideals (Frankl, 1969/1988). 
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Frankl considered Freud’s pleasure principle and Adler’s will to power as 
derivatives of the will to meaning. Accordingly,

pleasure is a byproduct or side eff ect of the fulfi llment of our striv-
ings, but is destroyed and spoiled to the extent to which it is made a 
goal or target. … Th e will to pleasure mistakes the eff ect of the end, the 
will to power mistakes the means to an end for the end itself. (Frankl, 
1967/1985b, p. 6)

Meaning of Life Th e third tenet, meaning of life, affi  rms that meaning can be 
found even in the most miserable and tragic circumstances. Life has meaning 
not only in specifi c situations but also in one’s existence as a whole. Th e ulti-
mate meaning of one’s life, in Frankl’s belief, is found in the spiritual dimen-
sion of human beings. Fabry (1998) wrote:

People’s lives will be meaningful to the extent their human spirit is able to 
tune in on the “Ultimate Meaning” (Frankl, 1985, p. 141) in the suprahuman 
dimension of the Spirit (with a capital S). Frankl translated the word logos 
both with “spirit” and “meaning.” Th e biblical passage “In the beginning 
was logos, and logos was with God, and logos was God,” to Frankl meant: In 
the beginning was Meaning, it is the center of the universe and calls out to 
people to discover it. It is the ultimate demand of life. (pp. 297–298)

Although Frankl (1946/1985a) believed in ultimate meaning and purpose, he 
chose to focus on specifi c meanings for concrete situations in psychotherapy: 
“What matters, therefore, is not the meaning of life in general, but rather the 
specifi c meaning of a person’s life at a given moment” (p. 171). Every meaning 
is unique to each person, and each person has to discover the meaning of each 
particular situation for him- or herself. Th e therapist can only challenge and 
guide the client to potential areas of meaning. 

Frankl (1946/1985a) emphasized the discovery rather than the creation of 
personal meaning: “Th e true meaning of life is to be discovered in the world 
rather than within man or his own psyche” (p. 133). Th e underlying assump-
tion is that meaning can be detected only through one’s refl ection on life 
experiences, in addition to active engagement in the world and with people. 
Furthermore, one cannot create meaning without any reference to horizontal 
and vertical values. Personal meaning needs are based in universal and time-
proven values. In the spiritual realm, meaning and values are closely related. 

One cannot understand the meaning of life apart from the meaning of suf-
fering because suff ering is an inevitable aspect of human existence. To dis-
cover meaning in suff ering is essential to meaningful living. Frankl’s own life 
epitomized Nietzche’s dictum: “He who has a why to live for can bear almost 
any how” (as cited in Frankl, 1946/1985a, p. 97). When individuals are stripped 
of everything that makes life worth living or when they are in the throes of 
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battling with pain and despair, meaning makes suff ering more bearable and 
provides reasons for living:

It is precisely when facing such fate, when being confronted with a hope-
less situation, that man is given a last opportunity to fulfi ll a meaning—
to realize even the highest value, to fulfi ll even the deepest meaning—the 
meaning of suff ering. (Frankl, 1967/1985b, p. 15)

The Calls of Meaning Fabry (1998) pointed out the calls of meaning as a 
fourth tenet implicit in the foregoing three: “Life challenges individuals with 
demands to which they have to respond if they are to live a fulfi lled life” (p. 297). 
Th us, one’s primary concern is to discover and surrender to the call of mean-
ing. Th e signifi cance of this meaning orientation needs to be fully grasped in 
order for individuals to live a truly fulfi lling life because doing so entails the 
development of a meaning mindset as a frame of reference for looking at each 
event and life as a whole. We can never fully understand ultimate meaning 
because it is a matter of continued pursuit and incremental understanding, but 
having a sense of one’s calling, no matter how vague, is an important guiding 
light in decision making and discovering the meaning of the moment. 

Lukas (1998) further elaborated on the concept of the call of meaning: To 
live is to fulfi ll the call of meaning. Th us, the ultimate purpose of life is mean-
ing rather than happiness and success. Th is meaning mindset makes all the 
diff erence how one lives and makes decisions. Th e key to living a truly mean-
ingful life is to “build a bridge between the meaning of life as the guiding 
ray of providence that is invisible but perceptible and the personal life goals 
that are visible in acts of will and in wishes” (p. 311). Th e process of achieving 
congruence includes three elements: First, awareness of one’s special purpose 
or mission in life. Setting life goals to fulfi ll this special mission depends on 
self-knowledge, that is, awareness of one’s interests, talents, and limitations. It 
also depends on a guiding ray from a variety of such external sources as cul-
tural values, societal norms, and religions. Th is guiding light “seeks to grant 
passage to the highest realization of a unique, irrevocable personal existence” 
(p. 309). Second, all people are given the necessary gift s, talents, and oppor-
tunities to fulfi ll their special mission. However, one needs to develop these 
innate strengths and gift s. Th ird, individuals must follow their conscience, 
their sense of responsibility, and their best light to set life goals and make deci-
sions congruent with their calling. Logotherapy takes into account the clients’ 
personal strengths, value systems, and understanding of ultimate meaning.

Frankl (1967/1985b) emphasized that we do not prescribe meaning for cli-
ents but educate them regarding the nature and pathways to meaning:

While no logotherapist prescribes a meaning he may well describe it. 
Th is means describing what is going on in a man when he experiences 



624 • Th e Human Quest for Meaning

something as meaningful, without applying to such experiences any 
preconceived pattern of interpretation. In short, our task is to resort to 
a phenomenological investigation of the immediate data of actual life 
experience. (pp. 28–29)

The Pathways to Meaning Frankl (1946/1985a) suggested three ways of fi nd-
ing meaning: (a) giving or contributing something to the world through our 
work, (b) experiencing something or encountering someone, and (c) choosing 
a courageous attitude toward unavoidable suff ering. Th is deceptively simple 
formulation actually contains a great deal of wisdom and has clinical impli-
cations. Th e creative pathway to meaning emphasizes the human being as a 
responsible, creative, and free agent capable of self-regulation, self-determina-
tion, and goal striving. It also implies that the meaningful life is an achieving 
life, that is, that each person has the opportunities to develop his or her poten-
tials and achieve something signifi cant.

Th e experiential pathway is even richer in its implications. If the creative 
pathway focuses on giving gift s through the work you do, the experiential 
pathway focuses on receiving gift s from life. It means savoring every moment 
of the day and appreciating the gift s of relationships and gift s from nature. 
Our lives are enriched when we are mindful of whatever happens to us and 
around us. It means that we are open to all that life has to off er with sensitivity 
and gratitude, even when life hurts.

Th e attitudinal pathway is especially important in situations of unavoid-
able suff ering. Frankl (1969/1988) claimed: “Th is is why life never ceases to 
hold meaning, for even a person who is deprived of both creative and experi-
ential values is still challenged by a meaning to fulfi ll, that is, by the meaning 
inherent in the right, in an upright way of suff ering” (p. 70). Indeed, attitudinal 
values are probably the most important to human survival and fl ourishing in 
times of adversity and tragedy. Th e attitudinal pathway encourages the defi ant 
human spirit to go deeper, higher, and broader—digging deeper into one’s inner 
resources, reaching higher for hope and inspiration, and reaching out to con-
nect with other suff ering people. Th is attitude is also based on the belief that an 
individual life cannot be destroyed if it is devoted to something bigger, higher, 
and more long-lasting than itself. Having the right attitude toward suff ering 
and life indicates that one has refl ected on one’s life experiences and learned to 
make sense of the diffi  culties, predicaments, and paradoxes of life. Logotherapy 
recognizes that every crisis is an opportunity for personal transformation and 
developing a mature worldview. Clients are helped to revise their assumptions 
and attitudes so that they can adapt better to their life circumstances. 

Existential Frustration

Existential frustration is a universal human experience because the quest 
for existential meaning can be blocked by external circumstances as well 
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as internal hindrances. When the will to meaning is frustrated, existential 
vacuum may result, enveloping the individual with a general sense of mean-
inglessness or emptiness, as evidenced by a state of boredom. Such existential 
vacuum is a widespread phenomenon as a result of industrialization, the loss 
of traditional values, and the dehumanization of individuals in the modern 
world. Many people feel that life has no purpose, no challenge, and no obliga-
tion; they try to fi ll their existential vacuum with material goods or superfi -
cial things, but their misguided eff orts lead only to frustration and despair 
(Frankl, 1946/1985a).

According to Frankl (1986), feelings of meaninglessness underlie “the 
mass neurotic triad of today, i.e., depression-addiction-aggression” (p. 298). A 
meaning-oriented therapist would explore the linkage between these psycho-
logical problems and the underlying existential vacuum.

Suffering and the Tragic Triad

About suff ering, Frankl (1946/1985a) says: “If there is a meaning in life at all, 
then there must be a meaning in suff ering. Suff ering is an ineradicable part of 
life, even as fate and death” (p. 88).

Suff ering is not a necessary condition for meaning, but suff ering tends 
to trigger the quest for meaning. Paradoxically, our ability to embrace and 
transform suff ering is essential for authentic happiness. Frankl (1967/1985b) 
observed that homo sapiens are concerned with success, whereas the homo 
patiens (the suff ering human being) is more concerned about meaning. 
Th rough his own experience and observations of prisoners and clients, Frankl 
(1946/1985a, 1986) also observed that people are willing to endure any suff er-
ing if they are convinced that this suff ering has meaning. Suff ering without 
meaning, however, leads to the tragic triad.

Logotherapists do not ask for a reason for suff ering but guide their clients 
toward the realization of concrete meanings and choosing the right attitudes. 
Many logotherapists appeal to their clients to take a heroic stand toward suf-
fering by suggesting that unavoidable suff ering gives them the opportunity to 
bear witness to dignity and the human potential. 

Th e search for meaning is very likely to be occasioned by three negative 
facets of human existence: pain, guilt, and death. Pain refers to human suf-
fering, guilt to the awareness of our fallibility, and death to our awareness 
of the transitory nature of life (Frankl, 1946/1985a, 1967/1985b). Th ese nega-
tive experiences make us more aware of our needs for meaning and spiritual 
aspiration. Neuroses are more likely to originate from our attempt to obscure 
the reality of pain, guilt, and death as existential facts (Frankl, 1946/1985a, 
1967/1985b). 

Logotherapy provides an answer to the tragic triad through attitudinal val-
ues because worldviews and life orientation may have far more infl uence on 
how we live our lives than our cognitions and behaviors in specifi c situations. 
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Th is is usually accomplished through constructively confronting negative 
views and directly appealing to the defi ant power of the human spirit. 

Assessment of Logotherapy

Th e importance of spirituality in healing has gained widespread acceptance in 
today’s therapeutic community, but Frankl was the fi rst one to make spiritu-
ality the cornerstone of logotherapy. Frankl can also be credited as the father 
of existential positive psychology and positive psychotherapy (Wong, 2009) 
because rather than focusing on what is wrong with us, he focused on what is 
right with us and what is good about life, and he took this stand despite the 
horrors he personally endured. He emphasized our capacity to respond to the 
meaning potentials of aversive situations; through our affi  rmative and opti-
mistic responses to events, he believed, we can transcend negative forces and 
live meaningful lives whatever our circumstances may be.

Because of its general holistic orientation, logotherapy can be applied to a 
wide variety of disciplines, ranging from medicine, counseling, and pastoral 
care to education and management. It can also be employed in all areas of 
our lives so that we can fulfi ll our potentials. Th ere are, nonetheless, three 
limitations: First, logotherapy is oft en referred to by logotherapists as the 
Franklian philosophy. As an existential philosophy, logotherapy is diffi  cult 
to subject to empirical tests or link to relevant psychology research. Frankl’s 
antireductionism is also responsible for the lack of empirical research on 
logotherapy.

Second, Frankl intended logotherapy as an adjunct to whatever therapy one 
practices. Although logotherapy off ers several logotherapeutic techniques to 
psychological problems related to the existential vacuum, it was not designed 
to provide a comprehensive and coherent framework of counseling or psycho-
therapy incorporating a wide range of skills and tools.

Th ird, many Frankl loyalists are opposed to any extension of logotherapy. 
Some even have a “guild” mentality, trying to ban others from making any ref-
erence to logotherapy without having taken a set of courses off ered by them. 
Th ey are more Catholic than the pope in their rigid and dogmatic approach to 
logotherapy. Th eir entrenched legalistic attitude has, however, actually done 
more harm than good in terms of advancing Frankl’s ideas around the globe. 
In fact, Frankl always intended logotherapy to be used for the betterment of 
humanity, rather than being a clinical specialty for the career benefi ts of a few 
psychotherapists. 

In the true spirit of Viktor Frankl, Joseph Fabry was progressive and for-
ward looking (Wong, 1999a). Largely responsible for introducing logother-
apy to North America, he was the founder of the Viktor Frankl Institute of 
Logotherapy and founding editor of the International Forum of Logotherapy. 
It was through his unfailing support and encouragement that I was able to 
develop MCCT (Wong, 1999a, 1999b).
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Meaning-Centered Counseling and Th erapy

Over the past decade, through MCCT I have elaborated and extended Frankl’s 
classic logotherapy by introducing new constructs and skills that are consis-
tent with the basic tenets of logotherapy (Wong, 1997, 1998a, 1999b). I have 
already alluded to the fact that some of the concepts and skills of logother-
apy are related to the best practices of other approaches of psychotherapy. 
Although rooted in logotherapy, MCCT has evolved into an integrative ther-
apy informed by advances in psychological research and new insights. 

For MCCT, the key organizing construct is meaning, which is central to 
understanding culture and society (Bruner, 1990; Wong & Wong, 2006), phys-
ical and mental health (Wong & Fry, 1998), spirituality and religion (Wong, 
1998c), and death and dying (Wong, 2008). Various constructs in cognitive 
and social psychology, among them cognitive reframing, existential and spiri-
tual coping, attribution, stress appraisal, and life review, are also incorporated 
in MCCT (Wong, 1998c).

Consistent with all existentially oriented therapies, MCCT is primarily 
concerned with the meaning and quality of human existence. It emphasizes 
the importance of understanding what it means to be fully alive and how to 
live vitally in spite of suff ering and the fi niteness of life. It helps people acquire 
existential insight and psychological skills to transform and transcend 
unavoidable predicaments and pursue worthy life goals. Consistent with most 
faith traditions and the tenets of logotherapy, MCCT believes that the termi-
nal value of self-centered pursuits of personal happiness and success oft en lead 
to disillusion and misery, whereas the ultimate concern of actualizing one’s 
mission leads to authentic happiness and fulfi llment.

May (1940) was explicit in his writings on meaning and purpose. He 
affi  rmed that life has meaning: “Th e creative person can affi  rm life in its three 
dimensions—affi  rm himself, affi  rm his fellow-men and affi  rm his destiny. To 
him life has meaning” (p. 19). Personal meaning comes not only from the 
continuous process of fulfi lling potentials but also from religious beliefs: “Th e 
essence of religion is the belief that something matters—the presupposition 
that life has meaning” (pp. 19–20).

Th is unconditional affi  rmation of meaning—both provisional meaning 
and ultimate meaning—constitutes the bedrock foundation for MCCT. Th e 
following defi ning characteristics of MCCT more clearly indicate how it has 
evolved from logotherapy. 

Defining Characteristics of Meaning-Centered Counseling and Therapy

MCCT Is Integrative and Holistic What would be your focus when a client 
walks into your offi  ce? Your diagnosis and treatment are likely to be shaped 
by your theoretical orientation. Given the complexity of psychological prob-
lems today, however, no one school of psychotherapy is suffi  cient by itself. Th e 
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micro and macro forces that contribute to individual predicaments are beyond 
the scope of any single theoretical lens. An openness to integrate diff erent 
ideas and a willingness to explore new alchemies of therapy may provide new 
clinical insight. Th us, a fl exible integrative approach to psychotherapy may be 
more effi  cacious (Brooks-Harris, 2008; Norcross & Goldfried, 2005). 

MCCT is one emerging integrative model that is open, fl exible, and com-
prehensive. It assimilates cognitive-behavioral, narrative, cross-cultural, and 
positive therapies (Wong, 1998c, 2005, 2007, 2008) with its logotherapy and 
humanistic-existential roots.

Because the meaning construct itself is holistic, MCCT is inherently rather 
than technically integrative. Hoff man (2009) explains:

Th e instillation of meaning is a primary component of all existential 
approaches to psychotherapy. Th e deepest forms of meaning can be 
experienced on the various realms of biological, behavioral, cognitive, 
emotional, and interpersonal; in other words, it is a holistic meaning. 
Th e attainment of meaning is one of the most central aspects of human 
existence and necessary to address in existential therapy. (p. 45)

Most important, MCCT is holistic by virtue of its focus on meaning and con-
ceptualizing humans as biopsychosocial spiritual beings. Th us, a meaning-
oriented therapist approaches the client not as a compartmentalized patient 
with some dysfunction or disease but as a troubled person seeking healing 
and wholeness in a broken world. Th erefore, we propose that the best way to 
achieve a fuller understanding of the presenting problem is to place all clinical 
knowledge and fi ndings within a meaning-centered integrative and holistic 
framework that recognizes the client as a complete human being in a specifi c 
historical and cultural context. By the same token, the best way to motivate 
positive change is to explore the many diff erent modalities and avenues that 
resonate with the client. 

MCCT Is Existential or Spiritual Viktor Frankl’s logotherapy, which literally 
means therapy through meaning, may be translated as meaning-oriented or 
meaning-centered therapy. It incorporates spirituality, emphasizes the need 
to relate and respond to the ultimate meaning of life, and makes clients con-
front the logos within them. It focuses on our human responsibility to live 
meaningfully and purposefully in every situation on a daily basis in order to 
become what we are meant to be.

According to Frankl, three factors characterize human existence: spiritual-
ity, freedom, and responsibility. Th e spiritual dimension is the very core of our 
humanness, the essence of humanity. Th e defi ant power of the human spirit 
refers to the human capacity to tap into the spiritual dimension in order to 
transcend the detrimental eff ects of stressful situations, illness, or the infl u-
ence of the past. 
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As mentioned earlier, the human spirit is the most important resource in 
psychotherapy. It may be conceptualized as the inner resources of Wong’s 
resource-congruence model of coping (Wong, 1993; Wong, Reker, & Peacock, 
2006). Research has clearly demonstrated the vital role of these inner resources 
in achieving resilience (Wong & Fry, 1998; Wong & Wong, 2006). Both logo-
therapy and MCCT attempt to awaken people’s awareness of the importance 
of spirituality, freedom, and responsibility in recovery and personal growth. 

Based on his observations of inmates in concentration camps and patients 
in hospitals, Frankl (2000) concluded that the will to meaning and self-tran-
scendence are essential for survival:

Under the same conditions, those who were oriented toward the future, 
toward a meaning that waited to be fulfi lled—these persons were more 
likely to survive. Nardini and Lift on, two American military psychia-
trists, found the same to be the case in the prisoner-of-war camps in 
Japan and Korea. (p. 97)

MCCT recognizes that what defi nes human beings is that they are meaning-
seeking and meaning-making creatures living in cultures based on shared 
meanings (Bruner, 1990). MCCT also recognizes that when a void engulfs 
human existence, all behaviors, in one way or another, are aimed at fi lling this 
vacuum (Baumeister, 1991; Klinger, 1977). 

Van Deurzen and Adams (2011) summed up the notion of humans as 
meaning-making beings thus: “In the sense that life is about meaning cre-
ating, the spiritual dimension is the central axis of existential therapy” 
(p. 20). Spirituality entails meaning creation and myth making. Spiritual 
beliefs are important because when basic faith in God, transcendence, or 
some universal principle of value is absent, people feel less secure and less 
able to rise above existential crises that are beyond their control. Spiritual 
beliefs are also important for one’s sense of well-being because they provide 
worldviews that make sense of life and provide values by which to live. 

MCCT Is Relational Another crucial element of MCCT is the centrality of 
relationships for healing, meaning, and well-being (Wong, 1998b, 1998c), 
Th is basic tenet is based on the need to belong, which is a fundamental 
human motivation (Adler, 1964; Baumeister & Leary, 1995) and imperative 
to the therapeutic relationship as the key to eff ective therapy (Duncan, Miller, 
Wampold, & Hubble, 2009; Norcross, 2002). Th e phenomenal growth of social 
media (e.g. Facebook, Twitter) attests to the deep-seated human needs for 
social connection. In MCCT, the relationship goes beyond mere therapeutic 
alliance; it is more like an authentic encounter that reaches the deepest level 
of common humanity between two individuals. Th erapeutic change neces-
sarily involves some form of exchange of life, resulting in reciprocal change 
in both parties in the counseling setting. Each counseling session constitutes 
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a genuine existential encounter. In this here-and-now encounter, information 
and energy fl ow back and forth between two human beings; thus, the mes-
senger is more important than the message, and the therapist more important 
than the therapy. In fact, the therapist is the most important instrument in 
the entire therapeutic process. In addition to addressing interpersonal issues 
experienced by clients (Weissman, Markowitz, & Klerman, 2000) and capital-
izing on the here-and-now interactions as the basis for diagnosis and therapy 
(Yalom, 1980), MCCT seeks to enhance clients’ positive meanings through 
relationships. MCCT emphasizes the need for personal growth as an essential 
part of professional development. An MCCT practitioner needs to be a secure, 
centered person who possesses the personal qualities of genuineness, empa-
thy, and unconditional positive regard, as emphasized by Carl Rogers. 

Th ese three qualities are incorporated in the practice of the fi ve compo-
nents of mindful presence: openness, compassion, empathy, acceptance, and 
nonjudgment. Such an oceanic mindful awareness of the here and now can 
have a powerful impact on the client. Mindful presence means that the thera-
pist is psychologically and spiritually present and that he or she is relationally 
and emotionally attuned to the client. 

Th e relationship is not only necessary for building rapport, trust, and ther-
apeutic alliance but also curative in its own right. If one’s sense of displace-
ment, estrangement, and alienation are contributing factors to one’s problems, 
then a renewed sense of connectivity and belonging is an antidote to these 
attachment defi cits. Mindful presence provides a model for new ways of relat-
ing and demonstrates the importance of the self-regulation skill of mindful 
awareness. 

MCCT Is Positive Because of its affi  rmation of life and the defi ant human 
spirit to survive and fl ourish no matter what, MCCT is intrinsically positive. 
Th is approach emphasizes that there is always something worth living for. 
More important, it maintains that individuals have almost unlimited capacity 
to construct complex meaning systems that protect them from inevitable neg-
ative life experiences and also empower them to make life worth living during 
very diffi  cult times. What makes MCCT a potent form of positive therapy is 
its stance that there are no hopeless cases for positive change. Healing and 
recovery can be a long and daunting uphill battle, but the struggle can make 
us better and stronger. MCCT provides both the motivation and the road map 
for positive transformation. 

Th e concept of tragic optimism in logotherapy (Frankl, 1946/1985a; Wong, 
2007) provides an answer to human suff ering and death through attitudinal 
values:

I speak of a tragic optimism, that is, an optimism in the face of tragedy 
and in view of the human potential which at its best always allows for: 
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(1) turning suff ering into a human achievement and accomplishment; 
(2) deriving from guilt the opportunity to change oneself for the better; 
and (3) deriving from life’s transitoriness an incentive to take respon-
sible action. (Frankl, 1946/1985a, p. 162)

Frankl maintains that meaning and hope can be found regardless of the cir-
cumstances up to the last breath. Born out of desperation and nurtured by 
adversity, tragic optimism is the kind of hope that can weather the worst 
storms and disasters. Wong (2009) has identifi ed the following key ingre-
dients of tragic optimism: acceptance, affi  rmation, courage, faith, and self-
transcendence. Th ese qualities are incorporated in the practices of both 
logotherapy and MCCT. Th e intervention strategies described later address 
all fi ve components of tragic optimism. Tragic optimism can be very help-
ful in working with individuals suff ering from drug addiction, chronic pain, 
disabilities, and terminal illnesses.

Seligman, Steen, Park, and Peterson (2005) demonstrated that exercises 
designed explicitly to increase positive emotion, engagement, and meaning are 
more effi  cacious in treating depression than is cognitive-behavioral therapy 
(CBT) without positive psychology (PP) exercises. MCCT goes beyond CBT 
and PP exercises by (a) addressing existential and spiritual issues involved in 
depression and other psychological disorders, (b) emphasizing the importance 
and the skills of transforming and transcending life crises and personal trag-
edies, and (c) equipping clients with the tools to succeed in their quest for a 
better and more fulfi lling life. MCCT represents a meaning-oriented positive 
psychotherapy, which taps into people’s innate capacities for self-refl ection, 
meaning construction, responsible action, and personal growth. 

For a meaning therapist, the client’s ability to discover the calls of meaning 
and make sense of the complexities and paradoxes of life is just as important 
as enhancing the client’s strengths and positive aff ect. In MCCT, positive psy-
chotherapy is not a set of exercises adjunct to the traditional CBT. Instead, the 
positive orientation of restoring hope and meaning, as well as the cultivat-
ing of strengths and resilience, permeates the entire process of psychotherapy, 
from intake to end. In sum, MCCT represents the second wave of positive 
psychology, which recognizes both the downsides of positives and the upsides 
of negatives (Wong, in press; Yu, 2009). Here are some of the positive assump-
tions of MCCT:

• Meaning and hope can be found in the most helpless and hopeless 
situations.

• Humans are capable of self-transcendence. 
• Humans always have the freedom and responsibility to choose their 

own destiny.
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• Individuals are capable of growth regardless of internal and external 
limitations.

• Meaning is essential to healing, happiness, and well-being.
• Practice of compassion and altruism is essential to meaningful living.
• All negatives can be transformed into positives.
• All existential crises are opportunities for personal transformation.

MCCT Is Multicultural For several reasons, MCCT is inherently multicul-
tural in its orientation and practice:

 1. Because meaning is both individually and socially constructed, one’s 
meaning systems are inevitably shaped by one’s historical and socio-
cultural background. 

 2. Culture has a profound and pervasive infl uence on people’s behav-
iors and attitudes. We cannot understand clients’ behaviors and atti-
tudes apart from their meaning systems and cultural backgrounds 
(Arthur & Pedersen, 2008).

 3. Empathy demands cultural sensitivity in working with clients from 
diff erent racial, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds. Pedersen, Crethar, 
and Carlson (2008) stress the need for inclusive cultural empathy as 
an antidote to cultural biases. 

 4. We cannot fully understand the meaning of behaviors unless it is 
viewed at all levels of the ecological context. An ecological approach 
enables us to understand the existential-phenomenological experi-
ences of individuals in their interactions with the diff erent contexts 
of their life circumstances. 

 5. In a multicultural society, personal meaning systems necessarily 
evolve through the long struggle of navigating the cross-currents of 
diff erent cultures. Th erefore, sensitivity, understanding, and knowl-
edge of such struggles are essential to MCCT. 

 6. MCCT employs macrocounseling skills because behavior is always 
situated in an ecological context, which includes macrosystems, 
including culture, race, gender, history, and the human condition. 

Wong (2008) emphasizes the following qualities that facilitate cross-cultural 
interactions: openness to new experiences, willingness to accept and toler-
ate diff erences, inclusive cultural empathy, respect for other cultures, and the 
humility to acknowledge one’s own cultural blind spots and implicit racial 
biases. 

Many of the main features suggested by the multicultural counseling the-
ory (Sue & Sue, 2003) are implicit in MCCT. For example, MCCT also seeks 
to understand and motivate clients at diff erent levels, including personal 
circumstances, the cultural context, and the universal existential givens. 
Meaning-centered therapists help clients defi ne life goals that are consistent 
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with their life experiences, cultural values, and the universal needs for mean-
ing and relationship.

Given MCCT’s concern with the client’s social context and place in soci-
ety, the MCCT approach shares many of the same objectives as multicultural 
counseling theory as listed by Nelson-Jones (2002). Th ese counseling goals 
include providing support, encouraging reconciliation, facilitating accul-
turation, addressing issues of marginalization and discrimination, managing 
intergenerational confl ict, helping clients manage cross-cultural relation-
ships, and attaining a higher level of personal and societal development.

Th us, on a personal and societal level, the cultural orientation of MCCT 
contributes to the positive motivation for change by appealing to clients’ cul-
ture-specifi c values and addressing societal problems resulting from cultural 
barriers and discrimination.

MCCT Is Narrative Meaning consists of more than isolated concepts and 
actions. Meaning is best understood and communicated in stories because 
of the “storied nature of human conduct” (Sarbin, 1986). Human beings lead 
storied lives; they also construct and communicate their activities and experi-
ences as stories fi lled with meaning. Only narratives do full justice to the lived 
experience of individuals and their sociocultural contexts. We all need a story 
to live by—a story that crystallizes our core values, spiritual beliefs, and ethi-
cal principles.

In some way, all therapists depend on narratives from their clients for the 
purpose of diagnosis and treatment. Meaning-centered narrative therapy goes 
further and deeper in its emphasis on the power of reconstructing past mean-
ings and reauthoring one’s life story as a means of bringing about positive 
change. MCCT makes use of both local narratives and metanarratives to pro-
vide the guiding ray of meaning. Harnessing the motivation to pursue and live 
out one’s preferred life can be a powerful impetus for change.

MCCT Is Psychoeducational MCCT favors a psychoeducational approach for 
two reasons. First, it is helpful to explain to clients the change process and the 
tools and strategies used to facilitate such change. Th e importance of meaning 
and relationship in achieving positive change must be explained quite clearly. 
So much depends on the clients’ level of understanding. At a minimum, cli-
ents need to understand that their meaning-centered therapists are concerned 
with two basic practices: (a) how to make relationships work not only in the 
counseling room but also in real life situations and (b) how to decide and 
pursue what really matters in making life better in spite of inevitable setbacks.

Second, therapy is essentially a learning process, for it involves learning 
new ways of looking at life and new ways of living. Th e MCCT approach pro-
vides important guidelines and tools for living a life fi lled with meaning, pur-
pose, and responsibility. Once clients master these tools and strategies, they 
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can employ them eff ectively in real-life situations even long aft er termination 
of therapy. 

The Conceptual Framework

Based on the foregoing basic assumptions and tenets, the conceptual frame-
work of MCCT is expressed in two complementary theoretical models: the 
dual-systems model and the meaning-management theory (MMT). 

Whereas dual-systems model is primarily concerned with the interac-
tions between the approach and avoidance systems, MMT is concerned 
with the underlying psychological processes involved in self-regulation 
and focuses on meaning-related cognitive processes in (a) such automatic 
adaptive mechanisms in daily functioning as stress appraisal (Peacock & 
Wong, 1990) and attribution (Wong & Weiner, 1981) and (b) such executive 
decision-making processes as goal setting and making choices. A meaning-
centered counselor would keep in mind how the interventions contribute to 
the underlying processes of meaning seeking, meaning making, and mean-
ing reconstruction. 

The Dual-Systems Model

Th e dual-systems model is explained in greater detail in Chapter 1 of this 
volume. Here I simply want to mention the importance of the dual-systems 
model in integrating approach and avoidance systems to optimize positive 
transformation of the individual as well as organizations. Given that nega-
tive events and suff ering are an inevitable part of human existence, MCCT 
specializes in transforming problems and negative forces into positive poten-
tials for clients. Th e ABCDE strategy is a good example of the use of mean-
ing seeking, meaning reconstruction, and existential coping (Wong, Reker, 
& Peacock, 2006). Th ese are examples of useful tools for eff ectively coping 
with negative life events. Tragic optimism (Frankl, 1985a; Wong, 2009) is yet 
another example of a meaning-based intervention that restores and recon-
structs hope from the ashes of disaster and trauma. Budd and Budd (2010), 
for example, investigated how twelve wrongfully convicted and impris-
oned men held onto hope. Th e research and interviews by Budd and Budd, 
revealed in their book Tested, showed that the secrets that enabled the twelve 
men to sustain their hope and maintain their sanity despite the gross injus-
tice of wrongful conviction and the harsh environment of the prison system 
were, not surprisingly, components of tragic optimism. Th ese components 
included accepting the horrible ordeal they had to endure, affi  rming that 
there is ultimate justice and having faith that in the end justice will prevail, 
transcending the negative circumstances, and fi nally having the courage to 
live through the terrible injustice. Likewise components of tragic optimism 
can be found in the case of the miners who were trapped for more than three 
days underground in Pennsylvania; again, what enabled them to keep their 
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spirits up was faith in their eventual rescue and the mutual support and rela-
tionships with fellow miners (Goodell, 2002). In both cases, hope was not 
based on agency and resourcefulness as conceptualized by Snyder (2002) 
nor on the dispositional optimism of expecting good things to happen, as 
conceptualized by Scheier and Carver (1985); instead, hope was based more 
on acceptance, affi  rmation, and faith as emphasized by Frankl (1946/1985a). 
In short, the dual-systems model capitalizes on the potential of meaning 
and spirituality in transcending and transforming unimaginable, noxious 
life circumstances. Th erefore MCCT, like logotherapy, is uniquely suited for 
extreme human conditions.

The Meaning-Management Theory 

In MMT, the centrality of meaning seeking and meaning making in human 
adaptation is paramount. Meaning encompasses (a) the human quest for 
meaning and purpose, (b) the human capacity to discover and create mean-
ings out of raw and perplexing life experiences, and (c) the capacity to recon-
struct meaning through transforming one’s worldviews and reauthoring one’s 
life story. Whereas the dual-systems model provides a practical guide to clini-
cal intervention, MMT provides a theoretical framework of such underlying 
meaning-related processes as meaning seeking, meaning making, and mean-
ing reconstruction. 

Th e quest for meaning is a biological imperative (Klinger, 1998; Sommer 
& Baumeister, 1998). Survival depends on (a) our capacity to predict and con-
trol our environment through learning the signifi cance of events happening 
to us and (b) purposeful behavior to meet the basic needs for existence. Th is 
biological impulse can, however, be distorted and blocked by traumatic life 
experiences and oppressive circumstances. 

Meaning is also imperative for self-expansion. Higher-order meanings, 
among them actualizing one’s potentials, living an authentic life, improv-
ing the well-being of disadvantaged people, or doing God’s will, are born 
from ideas and imaginations. Th e most powerful incentives are not money, 
power, or possessions but ideas that can make a diff erence in the world. Frankl 
(1946/1985a) considers the will to meaning as the primary motivation that 
makes us humane. 

Traditional existential therapy focuses on reducing existential anxieties, 
especially death anxiety, whereas MCCT focuses on what makes life worth 
living. In the former case, we pursue meaning in life in order to reduce death 
anxiety; in the latter case, we pursue meaning in life for its own sake, even 
when such pursuit increases the likelihood of untimely death. 

Meaning is also important in our search for understanding and coherence 
in the face of uncertainty, chaos, and absurdity. Our views about people and 
the world are essentially our generalized and crystallized experiences and 
under standings about human existence. Our own self-concept and identity 
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are based on (a) our interpretation of how others treat us and (b) our own 
evaluation of what really matters in life and what we are meant to be.

Th e meaning we attribute to an event is more important than the event 
itself. Th e story we live by is more important than the actual chronology of our 
life history. Th e ideals we pursue are more important than our past achieve-
ments. Th e culture we create is more important than the physical environ-
ment we inhabit. In sum, it is the inner life full of meanings that determines 
the quality of life. 

A meaning-centered therapist would pay attention to both the basic 
 meaning-related processes and the client’s meaning systems. An MCCT 
 practitioner would at all times keep in mind this fundamental meaning 
 question: “How does this intervention facilitate or enhance the client’s  capacity 
for meaning seeking, meaning making, and meaning reconstruction?”

Aft er all, it is meaning that gives life clarity, direction, and passion. It is 
meaning that endows life with a sense of signifi cance and fulfi llment. It is 
meaning that helps us navigate through troubled waters. Meaning manifests 
itself in thoughts, emotions, and actions. Meaning management is about man-
aging and regulating one’s life successfully through meaning. 

Th erefore, to understand clients is to understand how they construe the 
world and their own existence, as well as how they make use and manage their 
world of meaning in making crucial decisions. Most clients see the world and 
people almost entirely in negative terms. Th ey focus on the negative aspect of 
the environment; they construct a negative worldview, and they are unduly 
preoccupied by fear of failure in pursuing any life goals. Th erefore, their life-
style is dominated by the defensive avoidance tendency. 

Meaning management supplements the dual-systems model by (a) focusing 
on meaning-related processes in approach and avoidance tendencies and 
(b) examining the construction and reconstruction of one’s general mean-
ing systems apart from specifi c goals or problems. Metasystems are shaped by 
both culture and one’s life history, and they include worldviews, philosophies 
of life, values, and belief systems. 

According to MMT, net positive meanings, aft er accepting and transform-
ing negative realities, off er clients the best protection against tough times 
and the best chance for success in realizing their life goals. Th us, a meaning-
centered therapist is in a good position to guide and motivate clients to make 
positive changes. 

Intervention Strategies

The PURE Strategy of Life Expansion

Meaning is defi ned in terms of four interrelated components: purpose, under-
standing, responsible action, and evaluation (PURE). Th is PURE model is 
capable of incorporating most of meaning research (Wong, 2010a).
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Th e PURE model can also be referred to as the four treasures of MCCT because 
they represent the best practices for building a healthier and happier future.

 1. Purpose is the motivational component, including goals, directions, 
incentive objects, values, aspirations, and objectives. It is concerned 
with such questions as these: What does life demand of me? What 
should I do with my life? What really matters in life? What is the 
point of working so hard?

 2. Understanding is the cognitive component, encompassing a sense 
of coherence, making sense of situations, understanding one’s own 
identity and other people’s, and eff ective communication. It is con-
cerned with such questions as these: What’s happened? Why isn’t it 
working? What does this mean? What am I doing here? Who am I? 
Why did he do that? What does he want? 

 3. Responsible action is the behavioral component, including appropri-
ate actions and reactions, doing what is morally right, fi nding the 
right solutions, and making amends. It is concerned with such ques-
tions as these: What is my responsibility in this situation? What is 
the right thing to do? What options do I have? What choices should I 
make? 

 4. Evaluation is the aff ective component, including assessing degree of 
satisfaction or dissatisfaction with the situation or life as a whole. It 
is concerned with such questions as these: Have I achieved what I set 
out to do? Am I happy with how I have lived my life? If this is love, 
why am I still unhappy? 

Each of these components includes a set of intervention skills. Some of the 
commonly used skills include goal setting, decision making, reality checking, 
fast-forwarding to consequences of choices, engaging in Socratic questioning, 
using Wong’s Personal Meaning Profi le (1998b), and challenging irrational or 
unrealistic thoughts.

Th ese four components of meaning work together and form an upward-
spiral feedback loop. With each successful completion, one’s positivity moves 
up one notch. When one encounters a serious setback, however, one will 
switch to the avoidance system for help. 

The ABCDE Strategy
Th e ABCDE intervention strategy is the main tool of MCCT in dealing with 
negative life experiences. Completely diff erent from the ABCDE sequence 
involved in the rational-emotive therapy process (Ellis 1962, 1987), this 
ABCDE is similar to acceptance-commitment therapy in its emphasis on 
action rather than thinking. 

Simply put, in MCCT, A stands for acceptance, B for belief and affi  rma-
tion, C for commitment to specifi c goals and actions, D for discovering the 
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meaning and signifi cance of the self and situations, and E for evaluation of 
outcomes and enjoying the positive results. Th ese components generate the 
corresponding principles:

 1. Accept and confront reality: the reality principle
 2. Believe that life is worth living: the faith principle
 3. Commit to goals and actions: the action principle
 4. Discover the meaning and signifi cance of the self and situations: the 

Aha! principle
 5. Evaluate the foregoing: the self-regulation principle

The Power of Acceptance Central to both logotherapy and MCCT is the 
important role of acceptance. Recovery begins with accepting the fact that 
something is seriously wrong and that help is needed. Regardless of whether 
the problem is addiction or physical illness, over the long haul, denial kills 
whereas acceptance heals. Th e serenity prayer attributed to Reinhold Niebuhr 
has been embraced by so many people, especially among those suff ering from 
addiction, because it recognizes the power of acceptance in facing adversities 
and healing one’s brokenness: “God, grant me the serenity to accept the things 
I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to 
know the diff erence.”

All clinicians have faced the problem of resistance and denial. A seasoned 
therapist will employ a variety of skills to reduce or bypass clients’ unconscious 
defense mechanisms and intentional denial and avoidance. Motivational 
counseling is primarily concerned with overcoming such resistance and 
awakening clients’ yearnings for positive change and happiness. 

We need to be clear that acceptance does not mean giving up hope or 
change. Nor does it mean passively accepting reality as fate. It does mean that 
we need to honestly recognize the constraints of reality and the fact that we 
cannot turn back the clock. It also means that we try to make changes in areas 
where we have some control and surrender our control to God or fate in areas 
beyond our control. It is also important to recognize the diff erent levels of 
acceptance: (a) cognitive acceptance simply acknowledges that something has 
happened as a matter of fact; (b) emotional acceptance involves a willingness 
to confront and reexperience negative emotions; (c) realistic acceptance rec-
ognizes honestly and unfl inchingly the full impact of the event on one’s life; 
(d) integrative acceptance incorporates the negative life event with the rest of 
one’s life; (e) existential acceptance allows one to endure and live with what 
cannot be changed; (f) transcendental acceptance rises above an unsolvable 
problem; and (g) transformative acceptance entails the process of meaning 
reconstruction that transforms the negative event into something positive. 

Diff erent skills are involved in achieving each of the seven levels of accep-
tance. For example, exercises can be prescribed to practicing letting go 
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behaviorally, cognitively, and emotionally and experiencing each moment 
as it comes without judgment through mindful meditation. However, it is 
beyond the scope of this chapter to describe these diff erent skills.

Here are some of the interventions and exercises that facilitate acceptance. 
Any combinations of these skills can pave the way for healing and personal 
transformation.

• Describe the negative experience in greater detail.
• Retell the event from diff erent perspectives.
• Refl ect on the meaning of what has happened.
• Identify the patterns of maladaptive responses.
• Confront the client with facts and discrepancies.
• Learn to identify and challenge dysfunctional thinking.
• Learn to keep negative thoughts and feelings in the background 

while pursuing one’s ideals.
• Identify what can be changed and what cannot.
• Accept one’s own limitations and weaknesses as well as others’.
• Practice paradoxical intention.
• Practice externalization.
• Practice confession and forgiveness. 
• Learn to let go cognitively, behaviorally, and emotionally.
• Accept life in its totality.
• Accept each moment as it comes without judgment through mindful 

meditation.
• Accept harsh realities with equanimity through existential and spiri-

tual understanding.
• Learn to endure unavoidable diffi  culties with patience through nar-

rative meanings.
• Learn to transcend and transform suff ering through narrative, exis-

tential, and spiritual means.
• Learn precious lessons from losses and suff erings.
• Make sense of the transitory nature of life and the boundaries of the 

human condition.

The Power of Belief and Affirmation Another important component is belief, 
which is related to faith and positive expectations. Clients need to believe that 
some progress is attainable if they are committed to the regimen of change. 
Th ey need to be patient and keep faith even when progress is slow. Acceptance 
without affi  rmation oft en leads to despair and depression (Klinger, 1977). 
Transcendental and transformative acceptances are predicated on belief in 
something positive. To some extent, the effi  cacy of any treatment depends on 
belief as attested by the placebo eff ect. Belief, whether it is religious faith or 
humanistic affi  rmation, gives people hope. Belief provides the motivation for 
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change. If one believes that one can get better and that life is worth living, then 
one is more likely to be committed to taking the steps to change. In therapeu-
tic conversations, the therapist needs to reinforce the belief that there is some 
goodness in life that is worth fi ghting for and that it is never too late to start 
over again regardless of how many past failures.

• Use encouragement and validation to reinforce positive beliefs.
• Practice daily affi  rmation and affi  rm the intrinsic value of life.
• Affi  rm that positive meaning can be found in any situation.
• Believe that one is not alone in troubled times.
• Explore various possibilities and opportunities.
• Employ metanarratives to inspire clients.
• Bring out the client’s strengths and positive aspects of life. 
• Explore possible benefi ts from misfortunes and mistakes.
• Reinforce belief in the possibility of positive change and a better 

future.
• Support and reinforce religious beliefs in divine intervention.
• Support the belief that there is some goodness in life that is worth 

fi ghting for.
• Support the belief that one can achieve one’s life goal at least partially 

if one persists.
• Believe that one can become what one is meant to be.
• Learn to appreciate life in its worst and its best.
• Recognize that breathing is the basis for hope.

The Power of Action Th e MCCT model emphasizes human agency and the 
potency of action. Hard work is necessary to bring about change. Th ere will 
always be setbacks and obstacles, but there is no substitute for persistence 
and hard work. Choice without commitment means that one remains stuck. 
Promise without following through is empty. Remorse is simply sentimental-
ity without an actual change of direction. Real change is possible only when 
one takes the fi rst concrete step in a new direction. As the Chinese proverb 
says, a journey of a thousand miles begins with one step. It is at this point of 
action that we branch out to the approach system of PURE, which will help 
transform negativity. Th ere is some truth in the practice of “fake it until we 
make it.” We need to act as if it is true even when we do not really feel it or 
believe it. We need to do what we ought to do as demanded by a sense of 
responsibility or moral obligation, even if we do not feel like doing it. Both 
Morita therapy and acceptance-commitment therapy stress the importance 
of action over feelings in order to overcome depression and improve daily 
functioning. 

In equipping clients with self-regulation skills, therapists have the respon-
sibility to clarify and demonstrate the assignment and drive home the 
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signifi cance of practicing it. For example, the therapist can explain that set-
ting specifi c, concrete, and realistic goals is more likely to lead to successful 
implementation than setting ambitious but vague goals. Th e therapist can also 
demonstrate the usefulness of a daily and weekly checklist of goals in terms of 
increasing the likelihood of success and reinforcement. To practice one lesson 
consistently is more benefi cial to the client than learning many lessons with-
out practicing any. Commitment to action is one of the keys to getting started 
on the long hard road of recovery and transformation. Th erapists need to use 
the principles of modeling, reinforcement, and meaning. If clients perceive 
a prescribed exercise as meaningful and attainable, they are more likely to 
practice it. Here a few helpful exercises:

• Contract to perform specifi c behavioral tasks.
• Develop and implement plans of action.
• Set concrete, specifi c, and realistic goals.
• Take small steps toward one’s goals.
• Monitor one’s progress on a daily basis.
• Keep making adjustments and improvements.
• Practice meaning-seeking and meaning-making skills.
• Never give up trying. 
• Practice new ways of relating and managing one’s emotions, new 

coping skills, and new habits.
• Practice the routine of transforming negative emotions into positive 

motivations.
• Practice the routine of letting go.

The Power of Discovery Recovery is akin to a sense of awakening, which is 
necessary for a successful existential quest (Wong & Gingras, 2010). For good 
reason, Frankl (1946/1985a) emphasized that meaning is discovered more 
than created. Whatever belief we may hold and whatever action we may take, 
discovery of meaning ultimately requires an Aha! response, a spark of insight 
to achieve optimal results. Th ere is, so to speak, the turning on of a light bulb 
inside our heads. Out of the darkness of confusion and despair, suddenly ther-
apy makes good sense, and there is indeed light at the end of the tunnel only if 
one keeps moving in the right direction. 

Clinicians need to pay special attention to moments of awakening. Many 
skills can be used to help clients see life in a new way. Mindful meditation is 
useful in discovering the richness of present moments, whereas life review is 
useful in making sense of the past. Alert clients to the many possibilities of 
discoveries, as identifi ed here:

• Discover the forgotten positive aspects of one’s life.
• Discover the hidden strengths of oneself.
• Discover the signifi cance of mundane matters.
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• Discover joy in every step and every breath.
• Discover newness in old routines.
• Discover sacred moments in secular engagements.
• Learn to hear, see, and think deeply.
• Practice looking toward the sky beyond the horizon.
• Walk toward the sun and leave behind the shadow.
• Learn to pause and refl ect.
• Discover creativity in drudgery.
• Discover the unique beauty of each season.
• Discover the bright and dark sides of life.

Evaluating and Enjoying the Outcomes Evaluation represents the aff ective 
component of self-regulation. If nothing seems to work and one remains mis-
erable, then some adjustment is necessary.

Joy is inevitable if one successfully follows the aforementioned four strate-
gic steps, which are dynamically interrelated. Positive feelings and outcomes 
reinforce positive practices. Here are a few examples of positive feelings that 
follow successful practice of the ABCDE strategy:

• Enjoy the liberty and relief that come from acceptance.
• Enjoy the feeling of freedom and the power of letting go.
• Enjoy the hope and consolation that come from belief in a better future.
• Enjoy a more positive outlook on life.
• Enjoy the healing and transformation that come from commitment.
• Enjoy the surprises and blessings of discovery.
• Enjoy a new understanding of the self. 

The Double-Vision Strategy

Th e double-vision strategy is two-pronged approach that aims at addressing 
both the presenting problems and the “big picture” issues, among them the 
meaning of life and the injustice of society. Double vision is an important 
macro skill for several reasons:

 1. If we focus on the trees, we may lose sight of the forest. We can gain 
deeper insight into our clients’ predicaments by looking at the bigger 
picture.

 2. If we can help restore our clients’ passion and purpose for living, this 
will reinforce their motivation for change.

 3. By looking beyond the pressing, immediate concerns, MCCT seeks 
to awaken clients’ sense of responsibility to something larger than 
themselves. 

MCCT is concerned with individuals’ presenting problems and the larger con-
text in which these problems are situated. It is helpful for clients to be aware 
that there are larger forces that limit their freedom of choice. 
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Macrocounseling skills help clients to view their predicaments in the larger 
scheme of things, thereby broadening and deepening their understanding of 
the meaning of their problems and their potential for positive change. 

Conclusion

Fabry (1995) summarized Frankl’s view in the following way:

Self-actualization, a popular goal in affl  uent societies, is fulfi lling only 
when it is oriented toward meaning, not pleasure, power, and riches. 
Logotherapy maintains that meaning comes from self-transcendence 
(to reach out beyond oneself and do things for the sake of others), not 
from self-actualization. (p. 9)

Similarly, Bettelheim (1991) believed that the most diffi  cult achievement and 
the greatest satisfaction is to fi nd meaning in life. In order to fi nd meaning, 
people must transcend the narrow confi nes of self-centered existence and 
make a signifi cant contribution to society.

Meaning-centered counseling adopts the basic tenets of logotherapy and 
it may be considered an extension of logotherapy. Th ere are diff erences in its 
details and emphases, however. For example, Frankl (1969/1988) defi ned the 
will to meaning as the “basic striving of man to fi nd and fulfi ll meaning and 
purpose” (p. 35). From the perspective of meaning-centered counseling, the 
will to meaning consists of two psychological processes: the motivation to 
seek the core meaning of a given life situation and the motivation to seek pur-
pose and signifi cance for one’s life goals.

Th e main diff erence between logotherapy and meaning-centered counsel-
ing is that the former takes a philosophical and spiritual approach, whereas 
the latter favors a cognitive or psychological approach. For example, Frankl 
(1946/1985a, 1967/1985b) considered meanings and values as belonging to 
the noological dimension, separate from the psychological dimension; but 
Patterson (1986) argued that “it should not be necessary to consider mean-
ings and values as constituting an independent aspect of the individual; 
they should be included as part of his or her psychological aspect” (p. 453). 
Th e present position is that all existential issues, including meanings and 
values, can be subjected to psychological analysis. For example, existential 
attribution is concerned with questions of meaning, purpose, and value 
(Wong, 1991). 

In sum, MCCT equips clinicians with the fundamental principles and 
skills to (a) help clients develop a healthy understanding of their true identity 
and place in the world; (b) motivate and empower clients in their struggle 
for survival and fulfi llment regardless of their life circumstances; (c) tap into 
people’s capacity for meaning construction in order to help clients make sense 
of their predicaments and restore their purpose, faith, and hope; (d) provide 
necessary tools for clients to overcome personal diffi  culties and anxieties and 
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fulfi ll their life’s mission; and (e) establish a genuine healing relationship with 
clients and enhance their capacity to trust and relate with others. 

Th e MCCT model incorporates not only empirically tested counseling 
practices but also relevant research fi ndings from social-personality psy-
chology and positive psychology. Furthermore, MMT, one of the conceptual 
frameworks for MCCT, is consistent with the research evidence, and its impli-
cations can be empirically tested.

In today’s economic environment, when most people cannot aff ord long-
term psychotherapy, MCCT off ers short-term therapy (Wong, 2010b), which 
can be completed in 8 to 12 sessions, depending on the severity of the case. 
Th is short duration is made possible because of MCCT’s psychoeducational 
emphasis, which equips clients to practice meaning-based adaptive tools on 
a daily basis. Furthermore, MCCT skills can readily be employed by coaches, 
both executive and life coaches. Diff erent from most psychotherapies, MCCT 
takes a two-pronged approach: On the one hand, MCCT seeks to repair 
what is broken and reduce clients’ debilitating symptoms by employing the 
most appropriate interventions; on the other hand, MCCT focuses on help-
ing clients discover and cultivate meaning, resilience, and positive emotions 
in clients as well as empower them to fulfi ll their potentials and life dreams. 
In short, what makes MCCT appealing is its ability to deal with a variety of 
psychological problems while addressing the core existential issues of how to 
survive and fl ourish in spite of the limiting and destructive forces from within 
and without. 
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defi nition, 384
positive outcomes, 388
studies, 389

guilt, 110, 307, 309, 324
and facticity, 70
pain, and death, tragic triad, 625
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vs. eudaimonic, xxxii, 125, 136
experience, 136
happiness, xxxi, 18, 601
life, vs. eudaimonic life, 253
reinforcement, 137
tradition, 99
treadmill, 5
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libidinal instincts, 107
libido and love, and loss of meaning, 573
life and death attitudes, and 

psychosocial adaptation, 436
Life Attitude Profi le, 26, 48, 359–360, 

363, 386, 395
Life Attitude Profi le–Revised, 364, 386, 

392, 442, 449
Life Control, dimension of LAP, 395
life course development, Erikson’s 
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resilience, 592
theories, 111

Motivational Structure Questionnaire, 
26, 29, 49

motives, 111
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neuroendocrine regulation, 237
neuroimaging, of not-self, 260
neuropeptide Y, 239–240
neuroplasticity, 260
neuroscience, 243
neuroses, and the tragic triad, 625
neurotic triad, depression-addiction-
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New Buddhist Psychology, 257–258, 

267–268, 348
Nicomachean Ethics, Th e, 125, 234
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objects, of love, 200
obsessive-compulsive patterns, 75
OCEAN, 15
older adults, xxxi, xxxix, 329

and acceptance of death, 216
autobiographical methods, 383–405
hospitalized, and religious coping, 466
and subjective well-being, in goal 

adjustment, 548
Ontario Successful Aging Project, 439
ontological anxiety, 61

in adolesence, 590
managing, 64

ontological guilt, 61
and facticity, 70
unavoidable, 75

ontological motives, twin, 217
open-ended

accounts, religious beliefs and genetic 
testing, 469

eligious themes, and genetic testing, 
477

open-mindedness, 282
openness to experience, 109–111, 170
opiate abuse, 47
opportunities for growth, 168
Oprah (Winfrey), 118
optical illusions, 251
optimal functioning, 165
optimism, xxvii, xxxvii, 238–240, 292

and life expectancy, 426
meaning-enhancing strategy for 

elderly, 439
orbital frontal cortex, and passionate 

love, 193
order, 364
organismic

integration, 83, 88
theory, 82
values, 125

organizational commitment, 363
orgasm, 253, 578
orientation

to happiness, 279, 284, 286, 287
to meaning, 285, 288–290
to pleasure, 288

other people matter, 293
outcome approach, 94
outcomes, for dual-systems model, 9
output function, of feedback loops, 540
ovarian cancer patients, and infl uence of 

control appraisals, 526
overidentifi cation, with social roles, 201
overlap, of meaning scales, 365

P

P300 component, in evoked potentials, 
44

pain (see also chronic pain), xxxi, xxxv, 
223, 309

bodily and mental, 257
and growth, 38
guilt, and death, tragic triad, 625
and loss of meaning, 573
management, and religious coping, 

465
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Pali scriptural text, 250
palliative care, 376, 532
PANAS, 286, 288
pan-Buddhist view, 256
panic disorder, 41, 42
paradox, limitations on possibility, 69
paradoxical

intention, 72, 620
self, 398

paragons of character, 281
parent–adolescent confl icts, 344
parental

autonomy, and children, 97
psychopathology, and resilience, 239
support, 344

parent–child
bond, 189
interactions, in hardiness, 63
relationship, 343

parenting
behavior, 341
styles, 344–345

passion, 186, 187
passionate love, as motivational state, 192
passive religious deferral, 473, 484
past-related regret, 219
Paternal Parenthood Qualities, 344–345
Paternal Parenting Scale, 343
pathways to meaning, in logotherapy, 

624
patterns of posttraumatic growth, 563, 

564
Pavlovian orienting response, 7
peace of mind, and Chinese adolescents, 

339
peak life experiences, 316
Peirce, [Charles Sanders], 25
penetrance rates, and perception of 

inevitability of risks, 461
Penn Resiliency Program, 605
perceived control, 470

and management of genetic risk, 462
and religious beliefs, 478

perceived partner responsiveness, 188
Perceived Personal Meaning, 361
perceived well-being, 363
perceiving, without perceiver, 260
periphery of personality, 58
perseverance, 282, 286
personal achievement, source of 

meaning, 359, 436

personal agency
central to LDS faith, 469
and familial melanoma, 460
and genetic testing, 477
as a gift  of God, 483
and God’s will, 483, 484
and health behaviors, 481

Personal Aspirations and Concerns 
Inventory, 26, 29

personal attributes, and resilience, 596
personal beliefs, and goals, 358, 498
personal biases, in research, xxviii
personal component, of personal 

meaning, 357
Personal Concerns Inventory, 26, 29, 38
personal control, and religious coping, 

465
personal fable, 114
personal function, and personal 

meaning, 360
personal goals and need satisfaction, 94
personal growth, xxxiv, 171, 235, 241, 

316, 363
and narrative, 318
source of meaning, 359, 436

personal life story, 147
personal meaning, 363, 365

of adolescents, 90
defi nition, 357, 386
and narrative, 298
orientations, 444

personal meaning system
defi ned, 357–358
reconstruction, 399

personal meaning, theory of, 224
Personal Meaning Profi le, xxix, 26, 29, 

131, 357–377, 364, 365, 421, 
607, 637

Personal Meaning Profi le B, 367
Personal Meaning Profi le B, (full 

instrument), 376
Personal Meaning Profi le B, 

development, 373
Personal Meanings of Death Scale, 214
personal mission, 580
personal narrative, 297–310
personal potential development, 437
personal projects, 111
Personal Projects Analysis, 29
personal relationships, source of 

meaning, 359, 436
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personal responsibility, 171
personal strivings, 37
personal transformation, 559–570
Personal Views Survey III–Revised, 362
personality and traits, 108
Personality Assessment Inventory—

Depression scale, 363
personality coherence, 45
personality, existential core of, 58
personality stability, and psychosocial 

adaptation, 436
personality traits

and meaning, 417
and narrative identity, 115

person–context interactions, and 
resilience, 586

Person–Social Development Self-Effi  cacy 
Inventory, 338

perspective, 282, 285–286, 289
aspect of inclusion, 194
vs. coherence, and meaning, 316
in discrepancy assessment, 503

PET scans, and memory, 322
phenomenological

experience, xxviii
investigation of life experience, in 

logotherapy, 624
theory, 107

philosophical
dimension, 4
views, and goals, 358

philosophy of life, xxviii
phobias, 75
physical desires, 9
physical fragility, of cancer survivors, 521
physical health

and global meaning in older adults, 
442

and psychosocial adaptation, 436
physical integrity, source of meaning, 

359
physical well-being, and successful 

aging, 439
physicians, and existential core state, 573
physiological 

reactivity, decreased in relocation of 
older adults, 442

toughness, 240
Piaget, Jean, 114
pituitary adrenal-cortical response, 240
plans, 413

plasma fi brinogen, 237
Plato, 165, 202–203
pleading for direct intercession, and 

genetic testing, 473
pleasure, 286, 287

as a byproduct or side eff ect, 622
pursuit of, meaningful, 33
principle, of Freud, 622

and survival, 137
political

activism, source of meaning, 359
causes, source of meaning, 436
actors, in resilience, 594

positive
assumptions, 145
emotion (see also positive aff ect), 118, 

292, 327, 328
expectations, 238
health, 233
illusion, 251
life attitudes, in transcendent 

meaning orientation, 447
outcome, and resilience, 587
relations with others, 235, 363
religious coping methods, defi nition, 

464
reports of change, vs. negative, in 

posttraumatic growth, 561
and resilience, 588, 595
self-functions, of reminiscence, 385
self-regard, 171
self-worth, need for, 298
traits, 292
triad, 609
value, of actions, 298

Positive Adolescent Training Th rough 
Holistic Social Programs, 350

positive aff ect, xxxi, 96, 99, 110, 125, 237, 
285–286, 288–289, 363

and adaptive motivational structure, 
39

defi nition, 126
and discrepancies, 499
facet of meaning, 38
and health, 258–259
infl uence on cognitive processes, 130
and meaning in life, 38, 125, 170
and meaningful behavior, 135
and morbidity, 236
and perceived meaningfulness, 36
and sensitivity to meaning, 136
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positive aff ective states, prolonging, 32
Positive and Negative Aff ect Scale, 38
Positive and Negative Aff ect Schedule, 

284, 288
positive and negative transformations, 

559
positive psychology, xxvii, xxx, 3, 212, 

250, 277, 280, 290, 292, 585
and Buddhist perspective, 252
exercises vs. cognitive-behavioral 

therapy, 631
meaning as the foundation of, xlii
movement, 146

positives and negatives, coexistence, 6
positivist approach, limitation, 268
positivity, 251 

exercise, in developing resilience, 608
off set, 147

possessions, source of meaning, 436
possibility vs. facticity, 70
postpositivistic approach, limitations, 

349
posttraumatic 

meanings, treated as truisms, 514
reactions, 151

Posttraumatic Cognition Inventory, 502
posttraumatic growth, xxxvii, 151, 155, 

239, 449
in cancer survivors, 529–530
cross-cultural commonality, 565
defi nition, 567
vs. normative development, 566–567
as an ongoing process, 561
patterns, 563–564
and personal characteristics, 563
and philosophy of life changes, 564
and social infl uences, 565
as a pattern of resilience, 588

Posttraumatic Growth Inventory 
(PTGI), 561, 563, 565

posttraumatic stress disorder, 152, 173, 
240

and memory, 319
self-maintenance, 500
symptoms, and discrepancies, 507
and worldview, 500

posttreatment quality of life, of cancer 
survivors, 522

poultry-breeding, egg production, 197
Poussin De la Vallée, 258
poverty

and resilience, 239
and values, 3

power, 112
powerlessness, 309
pragma, 188
prayer, 609

as coping mechanism, 463
precipitating events, in discrepancy 

assessment, 504
precontemplation, when discrepancy not 

conscious, 512
predictability, 304
prefrontal cortex, 237
prescription medications, to decrease 

tension, 65
presence, 286
presence of meaning, xxix, 289

vs. search for meaning, 39, 150, 279, 289
Presence of Meaning subscale, 290, 361
Presence Subscale, Meaning in Life 

Questionnaire, 366
present-oriented stance, 73
primary value, sense of, 216
priming paradigms, 134
principle of similarity, existential 

healing, 579
Principled life, factor of Meaningful Life 

Measure, 367
prisoner-of-war, mock camp settings, 

240
problem

behavior, 346
of confounding in meaning scales, 

365
solving, xxxiv
students, 173

problem-solving
behaviors, 12
styles, religious, 464
therapy, 596

processes, defi nition, xxix
progressive-ratio training, 17
projects, 119
Promethean lifestyle, 67
prosocial

behavior, 342
involvement, 338, 342
norms, 338, 342
personality characteristics, in 

transcendent meaning 
orientation, 447
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prostate cancer, as God’s will, 463
prostate cancer survivors

and appraised meaning, 525
and causal attribution, 531
and meaning making, 528

protective factors
and invulnerable child, 585
in youth resilience, 588

Protestant ministers, research, 176
protoemotional

processes, 44
responses, defi ned, 43

prototypical emotion, love as a, 186
provisional meaning, 435
prudence, 282, 286
psoriasis, and mindfulness, 260
psyche, research objective, 575
psychiatric

disability, fi nding meaning, 452
patients, benefi ts of therapy, 174

psychodynamic models, 575
psychological

adjustment, of cancer survivors, 521, 
523

closure, 316
domain, of resilience model, 453
health, 96
models, 3
preparedness, as a posttraumatic 

growth process, 562
resources, 111
symptoms, from negative 

discrepancies in global 
meaning, 502

psychological distress, 169, 172, 176
and religious coping, 465
in posttraumatic growth, 561
and psychopathology, 172

psychological well-being
and autobiographical method, 390
and global meaning in older adults, 

442
and successful aging, 439

Psychological Well-Being Purpose 
subscale, 367

psychopathology, xlii, 172, 341
path to, 47
without meaning, 96

psychosocial
adaptation, 436
adjustment, xxxix, 347

history, need in discrepancy therapy, 
503

psychosocial theory, of Erikson, 224, 280
psychotherapy, xxvii

need for, and meaning, 174
psychoticism, 173
PsycINFO, 336
pulling apart, 398
pure (preconceptual) perception, 257
PURE

component of meaning, 367
model, xxviii, xxxix, 10, 609, 637
model, vs. ABCDE model, 602
principles, 18, 586, 597–598
strategy of life expansion, 636
structure, 376

Puritans, 118
purpose, xxviii, xxxiii, xxxiv, 28, 166, 

167, 169, 170, 298, 300, 310, 
358, 597, 598, 636, 637

aspect of meaning, 168
attributes of, 23
and core values, 598
defi nition, 185
dimension, and Meaningful Life 

Measure, 367
in fostering youth resilience, 591
and goal orientation, 168
imperative of, 26
key to resilience, 597
and meaning in life, 241
in narratives, 317
as a need for meaning, 33
pathway to resilience, 588
and PURE model, 10
sense of, 166

Purpose and Coherence subscales, as 
measure of global meaning, 
449

purpose driven life, 10, 607
Purpose Driven Life, Th e, xxvii
purpose in life, 235, 241, 335–351

in community-residing older adults, 
440

in institutionalized elderly, 440
Purpose in Life (PIL) Test, 26, 38, 45, 46, 

126, 359, 363, 364
Purpose in Life Questionnaire, Chinese 

version, 337, 340, 341, 342
Purpose of Existence subscale, 341, 342

of the Chinese PIL, 337
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purposeful
life, factor of Meaningful Life 

Measure, 367
vs. nonpurposeful youth, 

characteristics, 589
purposeless living, unsustainable, 31
purposiveness, 299
pursuit

vs. attainment of goals, 95
of contentment, Aristotle, 235
of meaningful goals, xxxiii

Q

qualitative methods, need for, 349
Quality of Existence subscale, 341, 342
Quality of Existence subscale, Chinese 

PIL, 337
quality of human existence, 627
Quality of Life Scale, 363
quality of life

of cancer survivors, 522
determined by inner life of meaning, 

636
issues, 166
and life mission therapy, 581
loss, as a stage in life mission, 580
and loss of meaning, 574
much research on, 575
and religious coping, 464

quality of parenting, 343
quantitative methods, limitations, 349
quest for meaning (see also search for 

meaning), xxix, 107

R

rape victims, 310
rapid-eye-movement sleep, and current 

concerns, 40
rapture, 253
rational-emotive behavior therapy, 596

compared to ABCDE model of 
Wong, 12

and the Dharma, 261
realistic acceptance, 638
reality, relative vs. ultimate, 252
reality principle, 638

and ABCDE strategy, 13
recognition, for positive behavior, 342
recollecting life experiences, 315

reconciliation, goal of life review, 384
reconstruction, 144

personal meaning system, 399
recovery, 119

defi nition, 588
as a pattern of resilience, 588
vs. resilience, 588

Red Guards, 335
redemptive self, 117, 119
rediscovery of self, 579
reengagement, to alternative goals, 544
reference value, of feedback loops, 540
refl ection, 11, 114

and meaning mindset, 6
reframe behavior, in discrepancy-based 

interventions, 514
regret

in divorce, 305
past- vs. future-related, 219
two types, 224

regretted behaviors, in advancing age, 
545

regulation, 144
reintegration, aft er shattered global 

meaning, 448
relatedness, xxxii, 83, 86, 89–94, 98–101, 

153, 317
relational

Buddhism, 249, 250, 262, 265, 267
component, of personal meaning, 357
function, and personal meaning, 360
interbeing, 249, 250, 262–263, 268
resilience, 592
schemata, 111
style, in discrepancy assessment, 505
theory, xxxvi

relations with others, 241
relationship, xxix, 29, 375

with nature, source of meaning, 436
parent–adolescent, 344–345
satisfaction, 301
success, 304

Relationship subscale, Personal Meaning 
Profi le, 362

relationships, xxxvi, 92, 132–134, 168, 
177, 185, 299, 303, 316, 317, 343

in aging, 410
in cancer survivors, 530
central importance, 196
central to meaningful living, xxxvi
and compassion, 15
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contractual vs. intimate, 61
and interleukin-6, 238
and meaning among older adults, 417
need for meaningful, xxvii
rapid expansion, 191
and relatedness, 86
and resilient children, 589
and self-expansion, 193
source of meaning, 359, 436
with others, 236

relativistic
perspective, of the Life Regard Index, 

360
theory of meaning, 46

relaxation exercises, 65
reliability, need in research/instruments, 

567
religion (see also spirituality), 111, 131, 

223, 292, 375
in discrepancy assessment, 505
and meaning in late life, 420
and noxious eff  ects of stress, 426
and salvation, 301
source of meaning, 359
unifying framework of meaning, 150

Religion subscale, Personal Meaning 
Profi le, 362

religiosity (see also religiousness), 365, 
463

and death acceptance, 219
and death anxiety, 215
and health, 462
and loss, 222
meaning-enhancing strategy for 

elderly, 439
and structured reminiscence, 396

religious
activities, source of meaning, 436
activity, 175
behaviors, health-promoting 

behaviors, 482
commitment, 46, 133, 134
experience, 175
experiences, element of challenge, 

560
focus, and genetic testing, 475
helping, and genetic testing, 473, 475
institutions, role in fostering youth 

resilience, 594
meaning, defi ned, 421
norms, need for understanding, 503

purifi cation, and genetic testing, 475
sense, of meaning in life, 421
values, 112
world view, and suff ering, [Carl 

Jung], 424
religious beliefs, 131, 222

and attitudes toward genetic testing, 
462, 467

and cancer fatalism, 478
and coping with illness, 459, 462
and genetic testing, 469, 478, 481, 482
and health behaviors, 462
in the management of illness, 463
and perceived control, 478

religious coping
collaborative, and genetic testing, 473
and genetic testing, 483
and health outcomes, 464
measurement of, 463
negative, as precursor to growth, 466
taxonomies of, 463

Religious Coping Inventory, 463, 466, 
468–487, 470, 473, 475, 477, 
479, 481

unique elements, 478
religious coping strategies

in hospitalized adults, 466
and medical adherence, 482

religious understanding
and genetic vulnerability to cancer, 

460
relation to cancer fatalism, 458
relation to perceived control, 458

religiousness (see also religiosity), xxxi, 
282, 285–286, 289

concerns of older adults, 438
future research, 348
and older adults, 440

REM sleep, and current concerns, 40
remembered life experiences, 315–330
reminiscence, 383, 386–387

bump, 389
defi nition, 384
integrative, 388
intervention, Dutch study, 397
meaning-enhancing strategy for 

elderly, 439
and meaning restoration, 388
therapy, 385

Reminiscence Functions Scale, 393
remodeling of dendrites, 242
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renounced victimization, 154
reoccurrence anxiety, and cancer 

survivor beliefs, 461
repair, stage in life mission, 580
repertory grid, of George Kelly, 399
repression, stage in life mission, 580
reputation, 3
research validity, xxix
resetting new goals, in changing global 

meaning, 450
resilience, xxvii, xxxvii, xli, 12, 167, 238, 

239, 242, 338, 342, 585–611
vs. aggression, 587
construct, as holistic, 

multidimensional, 586
developmental stages, 593
dimensions, 593
evolution of, 586
and fi nding meaning, xxxviii
and individual diff erences, 586
model, strength-based, 453
meaning-centered approach, 596
as a multidimensional construct, 591
negativity needed for development 

of, 14
in posttraumatic growth, 560
prototypical patterns, 588
taxonomy, 591
youth, xli, 585–611

resiliency, defi nitions, 586
resilient

functioning, in trauma survivors, 151
group, in posttraumatic growth, 563
mindset, 594

resistance to illness, 237
resource-congruence model 

of coping, and the human spirit, 629
defi nition, 150

resources
in discrepancy assessment, 505
psychological, 111

responsibility, 358, 598, 601
ersonal, xxxviii
in existential therapy, 574

responsible action, xxviii, 597, 636, 637
and PURE model, 10

resting state, defi ned, 16
restoration-orientation coping, 222
restorying, 388
rethinking one’s values, in changing 

global meaning, 450

Revised Death Anxiety Scale, 212, 219
Revised Life Regard Index, 416
revising one’s belief system, in changing 

global meaning, 450
risk

actors, and resilience, 587
behaviors, and religious coping, 482
and resilience, 586–587

Rogerian client-centered approaches, 73
role model, 240
romantic

heartbreak, 297
love, 185, 301
relationships, and love, 187

routes to posttraumatic growth, 562
rumination, 173

in posttraumatic growth, 560
ruminative thinking, and discrepancies, 

526
Russell, Bertrand, 236

S

sadness, xxxi, 173
salivary cortisol, 237
Sallatha Sutta, 257
salubriousness, and well-being, 236
salutogenesis, 577, 579
Satisfaction With Life Scale, 284, 287, 

363
satisfaction, retired academics, 175
scale development, goal disengagement 

and reengagement, 546
Scales of Psychological Well-Being, 363
Schedule for Meaning in Life Evaluation, 

366
schizophrenia, research, 168
school adjustment, 346

in Chinese students, xli
Schopenhauer, 144, 426
SCL-90 scales, 47
Scotland, research on students, in goal 

adjustment, 548
search for meaning, xxix

evolutionary origin of, 23
vs. presence of meaning, 150, 279, 289
as primary motivation, 409
and religious coping, 464
six stages, xxix

Search for Meaning, factor of LAP-R, 
387



712 • Subject Index

Search Subscale, Meaning in Life 
Questionnaire, 366

Searching for Meaning in Life, study of 
Dutch elderly, 397

Searching for Meaning Subscale, xxix
secure attachment, in fostering youth 

resilience, 591
seeking meaning, and genetic testing, 

477
Seeking of Noetic Goals, 26, 359–360
seeking spiritual support, and genetic 

testing, 473, 475
self

as an atomistic agency, 263
and detachment, 254
lacks inherent existence, 252
to be unmasked, 251

self-acceptance, xxix, 171, 235, 241, 375
Self-acceptance subscale, Personal 

Meaning Profi le, 362
self-actualization, xxx, 4, 85, 91, 95, 99, 

171, 176, 357, 364
and orientation toward meaning, 643
and resilience, 593

self-actualizers, in posttraumatic 
growth, 563

self-assessment, in developing resilience, 
608

self-authoring, in developing resilience, 
608

self-awareness, 88, 147
self-blame

of cancer survivors, 530
in individuals with paralysis, 302

self-care, enhancing, 74
self-clarity, 327

scale, 326
self-coherence, 318
self-concept, in discrepancy assessment, 

505
self-confi dence, in cancer survivors, 530
self-confrontation, 49
self-congruity, 88
self-control, 171
self-deception, 251
self-defi ning memories, 316, 318–321, 

323, 325–326, 328–330
self-detachment, in logotherapy, 620
self-determination, 338, 342

theory, xxxii, 81–101, 82, 153, 196, 
217, 218, 224–226, 235, 317, 605

self-directing religious coping
and genetic testing, 473
subscale, 465, 478, 484

self-directing religious problem-solving 
styles, defi nition, 464

self-disclosure
in narrative, 156
reactions of others, in posttraumatic 

growth, 560
self-distancing, in logotherapy, 620
self-effi  cacious behaviors, 306
self-effi  cacy, xxvii, xxxvii, 38, 303, 338, 

342, 358
and religious coping, 465

self-empowerment, 176
self-enhancement, pathway to resilience, 

588
self-esteem, xxxvii, 85, 149, 167, 171, 218, 

303, 306, 308, 317, 326–328, 
338, 342, 346

and autobiographical methods, 390
and death, 216–217
in divorce, 305
and global meaning in older adults, 442
need, 211
and religious coping, 464–465
and social clock discrepancies, 501
and structured reminiscence, 396

self-evaluation, 11
self-examination, negative, 47
self-expansion

and archetypes, 201
and imperative of meaning, 635
model, xxxvi, 189–197, 190
and relationships, 193

Self-Expansion Questionnaire, 191
self-exploration, 90

in personal narratives, 116
self-help literature, 118
self-identity, 153, 600
selfi sh

ambitions, 9
gene, 189

self-knowledge, xxxii, 298, 303, 600
and goals, 358

self-narrative, 318
and trauma, 154

self-observation, 241
self-preoccupation, 437, 438
self-preoccupied meaning orientation, 446

in older adults, 444
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self-protection, 309
self-rated health, and religious coping, 

465
self-realization, 235, 342
self-reference eff ect, 195
self-refl ection, 88
self-regulation, xxxvii, xxxviii, 282, 286

and ABCDE strategy, 13
and meaningful goals, 541
of personal goals, 539
principle, 638
processes, 348
systems, 8
theories, 539–554

self-renewal, 70
self-report questionnaires, 281
self-reports, 147
self-suffi  ciency, important in young 

adults, 566
self-synthesis, 92
self-transcendence, xxix, xxxviii, 15, 

175, 211, 364, 375, 437, 438, 604
concerns of older adults, 438
and derefl ection, in logotherapy, 620
and good purpose, 598
of logotherapy, 629
source of meaning, 599
through relationships, xxxvi

Self-transcendence subscale, Personal 
Meaning Profi le, 362

self-transcendent meaning orientation, 
445

self-transformation, 12
self-understanding, 168, 170, 600
self-understanding enhancement, 

interventions, 607
self-verifi cation theory, 166
self-worth, xxxiii, 99, 176, 211, 298–300, 

306, 308, 310, 317, 358
self-worth, as a need for meaning, 33, 

211
semantic, defi nition of meaning, 24
semantic diff erences, in labels used to 

study posttraumatic growth, 
567

sense making vs. benefi t fi nding, 434
Sense of Coherence Scale, 126, 169, 219, 

360
sensitivity to meaning and positive 

aff ect, 136
separation theory, 218

sequential-component theory of 
emotion, 43

serenity prayer, 638
serotonin (5-HT), 239
service to others, 437
sessile beings, 27
setbacks, benefi ts, 10
sex, 137
sexual

behavior, 343
desire, 189
ethics, 577
frustration, 174
functioning, and loss of meaning, 

573
practices, risky, 110
repression, and Freud, 577
transference, diffi  culties, 578

sexual abuse, xxxvi
impact in adulthood, 363

sexuality, xl, 573–582, 575
awakening, 582
and coherence, reviving both, 576
and spirituality, meaning of life 

placed between, 576
and transference in therapy, 577

shamanistic rituals, in spiritual 
exploration, 576

shame, 110, 173, 309
shared joy, 249
sharing, and group survival, 198
shattered global meaning, 448
shoplift ers, 174
shrinking of the self, 309
signifi cant others

help older adults regain sense of 
meaning, 423

support older adults fi nd meaning, 
424

silence exercise, in developing resilience, 
608

situational meaning, xxvii, 210, 436
in caregiving, 444
in coping with trauma, 444
defi nition, 434, 524
as a developmental process, 444
vs. existential meaning, xxviii
and psychosocial adaptation, 444

situational reconstruction, 73
sixth sense, of the Buddha, 260
Skandhas, defi nition as a keyword, 266
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skillful method, of the Buddha, 253
sleep effi  ciency, 238
smoking, 110, 343
social, xxviii

activism, source of meaning, 359
clock discrepancies, 501
competence, 338, 342
construction, 250
constructionist perspective, 263, 267
constructivist perspective, 262, 264
context, of personality, 108
environment, 81
exclusion, 132
factors, in resilience, 594
functioning, 133, 134
identity, 197
intelligence, 282, 286, 289, 290
interaction and religion, 421
justice, and resilient children, 589
mediators, 132
norms, 57
pathways, and infl uence of religious 

beliefs, 462
and political causes, source of 

meaning, 436
rejection, 299
status, and Chinese adolescents, 339
upheaval, 68

social relationships
in aging, 410
as complex, multidimensional, 418
and meaning among older adults, 417
and religion, in late life, 421

social resources
in community-residing older adults, 440
in discrepancy assessment, 506
in institutionalized elderly, 440

social support, xxxiv, xxxix, 109, 240
enhancing, 74
in hardiness, 66

social-cognitive theories, 94, 111
social-emotional intelligence, 

contributes to relational 
resilience, 600

societal commitment, 437
society, love of, 187
sociocultural

background, in discrepancy 
assessment, 505

context, and posttraumatic growth, 
560, 565

socioeconomically disadvantaged 
individuals, 239

socioemotional selectivity, theory, 417
Socrates, xxxv
Socratic questioning, and the PURE 

model, 637
solitude, in aging, 410
Solomon (King), xxx, xxxi, 357
sorrow, 253
sound health practices in hardiness, 66
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