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“Meaning of life” or “meaning in life"?

According to Wikipedia, “the meaning of life
constitutes a philosophical question concerning the
purpose and significance of life or existence in
general.’

Meaning in life, however, seems to refer to the
meaning that individuals derive from living their own
particular life, literally meaning that they have in their

life.

But, of course, these two things are related.



Philosophical discussions

Much of philosophy is devoted to the search for meaning of
life (e.g., Aristotle’s “good life”), and philosophy has
identifgied many possible avenues for deriving meaning in
one’s life:
Epicurean: pleasure achieved through the removal of physical
pain and mental anxiety (hedonia)
Stoic: virtue and wisdom are used to achieve satisfaction
(eudaimonia)

Jeremy Bentham: Utilitarianism: people want to be happy
above all else, and will do things to achieve maximum
happiness

Frederich Nietzsche: Nihilism: the belief that nothing has any
inherent importance and that life lacks purpose (he rejected
util. as uniquely “British”)




Viktor Frankl
(1905-1997)

Austrian neurologist,
psychiatrist, and
concentration camp

survivor
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Frankl’s views about the search for
meaning

Trained as a physician/psychiatrist in Austria

His whole family was sent to concentration camps during
WWII, and only his sister and he survived

His book, Man's search for meaning (1946), described his
insight that during the worst of his experiences, he could

stay sane and survive by focusing on love toward his wife
and family

He created “logotherapy”, logo = reason and therapy = heal

Remembered as an “existential psychologist™

A state of meaninglessness (existential crisis) leads to poorer
psychological functioning

The act of choosing to find meaning can be therapeutic and
helpful



Positive psychology’s interest in
meaning in life

The emphasis within PP on eudaimonia brings this to
the fore:
Aristotle highlighted virtue and its exercise but also

acknowledged the importance of external goods such as
health, wealth, and beauty

The Stoics thought virtue was necessary and sufficient
for eudaimonia, not external goods

These differing views raises the question of whether
average people in normal workaday lives
spontaneously attribute “virtue” and “beauty” as
reasons for meaning in their lives



An unsystematic survey of
undergraduate psychology students

[ asked students in Introductory Psychology to list the
things that lead to “a good life”

Responses from about 400 PSYC 121 students

On average they gave 3-6 characteristics each

Some were general (“lead a fulfilled life”) and some were
quite specific (“loads of coffee”)

Most people noted the presence of something, but a few
people noted the absence of something (“no fighting in
my family”)




About 50 categories

Friends Strong friendships

Family Good family
connections

Financially Having enough
stable money

Health Being healthy
Happiness Happiness
Love Loving someone

Good Supportive
relationships/ relationships
support

Fulfilling Interesting job
job/career



Romantic
relationship

Goals/challenges

Acquiring
education

Shelter/house
Success

Excitement or
new experiences

Clear identity

Marriage or
partnership

Having something
to work toward

Going to uni

A nice flat
Successful

Adventure

Being happy with
myself




Enough leisure

Fun/enjoyment
Food

Emotional

health

Wealth
Safety
Not stressed

Independence

21

Balance between
work and leisure

Having fun
Enough food

Being healthy
psychologically

Being wealthy

Being safe

Relaxed

Freedom to do what I
want




Travel
Sex

Help others

Fulfilled life

Positive
attitude

Children

Being
accepted

Travel
Having sex

Give back to

other people

Having a

fulfilled life

Being positive

Having
children

Treated with
respect




Categories with 5 or fewer mentions

Being able to be alone Humour/laughter

Belonging Peace

Good weather Drugs

Grateful Being one with nature
Clothes In control

Physically active Computer gaming

Having a future Spiritual satisfaction/religious
No regrets Beauty

Wine/beer Sleep

Wisdom F

Honesty
Coffee




So, quite a lot of diversity

What about the Stoic school’s emphasis on virtue? Not
so much here, but there were a few mentions:

Help others

Wisdom

Honesty

Grateful

No regrets (no guilt)
What about Aristotle’s “external goods™

Health figures prominently

Wealth, money, and material goods were listed
Beauty? Four people mentioned it



More systematic measurement of
meaning in life: EHHI

Dianne Vella-Brodrick (Monash U) and Antonella
Della Fave (Italy) have launched the Eudaimonic and
Hedonic Happiness Investigation (EHHI), which will
obtain and compare meaning in life data from
countries around the world (Italy, Portugal, Spain, So.
Africa, Australia, etc.)

Each country is expected to collect data from 216
adults, equal numbers of:
Males and females
Tertiary education vs. no tertiary education
Three age groups (30-40; 40-50; and 50-60)



(Quantitative measures

Satisfaction with Life Scale (Diener)

PANAS (Pos and Neg affect)

Meaning in Life Questionnaire (Steger)
Questionnaire for Eudaimonic Wellbeing
Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Wellbeing Scale
Basic Psychological Needs

Mental Health Continuum

Depression Anxiety Stress Scale (DASS)
Savoring positive events (WOSC; Bryant)



Qualitative measures

Please list the three most important future goals
Please specify why each is important

Please list the three things that you consider most
meaningful in your present life

For each of them, please specify why it is meaningful

Please recall happy situations which occurred during
the last 6 months. Describe the three situations in
which your happiness was most intense




We're not done with the study . . .

At present we have about 120 participants (non-tert

very hard to recruit!), but we have some preliminary
findings

Not done with coding of open-ended answers
Here are a few of our early findings



Mean frequencies of “3 most meaningful
things”

Mean
Family .8788
Interpersonal relations 7099
Work .3788
Leisure-free time 2803
Romantic partner .2500
Health 2197
Spirituality/religion .2045
Community/society issues 1970
Standard of living 1667
Sense of self 1527
Education 1136
Purpose/goals .0687
Creativity/skills .0534
Achievement .0458
Emotions/feelings .0455
Happiness .0229
Values/morals .0153
Love .0152

Fulfilment/satisfaction .0076



Why are these things meaningful?

“Family and friends: Without my friends and family I
would be lost. Over the years some have come and gone but
in recent years I've connected with amazing, loving and
giving people that have chosen me to be in their lives - that
gives me continuous meaning and worth as a person.”

“My friends and my community give me meaning. [ am
always learning new things about myself and others.
Sometimes I trip over my own prejudices and intolerance
and that is challenging and good for me. Through my
friends and community, I have realised that life is never
predictable and often not as easy as we feel it should be. I
can still be as judgemental as the next person but I think I
have also learned humility and kindness.”



Some responses are fairly superticial

My animals: I love animals very much and really prefer them to human
company. | have had many animals over the years and they are
wonderful companions and bring me great joy to have them in my life.

My relationship to my partner: I spend a lot of time with him. We
enjoy the same TV. programs, movies, films. And also work in the same
industry. Being able to discuss these things makes them

meaningful. When you discuss things with people you see things that
you didn't before.

Family: Gotta have family or else get very lost and hungry
Family: Family has always been important.

Job: Your job gives you status within society. Your pay is a direct
reflection on what you are worth (literally).



Some are very insightful

Yoga, coffee and the paper: I know it sounds trite but every
morning I start the day with 30 minutes yoga, followed by a
latte and the newspaper. It is ideal if the kids don't get up
until [ am well into my coffee. It's really about the gentle
routine, the time to reflect and the quietness before the day
begins. Why is it meaningful? I guess it's because it comes
back to resilience and a “life goes on, regardless," attitude.
When my marriage broke down and I was in the middle of
despair, | remember having this amazing thought; It didn't
matter how awful, lonely, scary and unfair it was, [ would
still be able to sit in the sun and just enjoy a coffee. I try to
just enjoy the small things in life.....they are the things that
give my life meaning.



What is most meaningful?

Numbers of mentions
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Three clusters of important things

Family

Health

Standard of living
Sense of self
Interpersonal rels
Work

Romantic partner

Fulfilment/
Satisfaction

Spirituality/
Religion

Achievement

Purpose/goals




Do clusters predict outcomes differently?

Search for
meaning

Presence of
meaning

Life
satisfaction

Happiness

Meaning
making

Depression

Eudaimonic
well-being

Neg affect
Pos affect




Steger’s Meaning in Life Questionnaire

Two main subscales:

Presence of meaning, e.g., “I understand my life’s
meaning’

Searching for meaning, e.g., “I am looking for something
that makes my life feel meaningful”

“Presence” is generally associated with positive
outcomes, whereas “searching” is generally associated
with tension and stress



Predictors of “searching” and “presence”

Predictors Presence of meaning | Searching for meaning
Eudaimonic Well-being

Efforts toward meaning
making

Negative affect

Satisfaction with Life
Scale

Need for competence

Depression

Searching for meaning




Age and gender differences in meaning
in life?

No, not really

Found a trend that older individuals reported slightly
higher presence of meaning in life, but not significant

May find with our final dataset, but maybe not

How about the other outcomes?

Females were marginally higher on both Life Satisfaction
and Happiness compared to males

No age differences



Summary

Presence of meaning in life is associated with more
positive outcomes than searching for meaning in life

They are negatively related to each other at one point
In time
[t seems that searching is motivated by a perceived

lack of meaning in one’s life, and a state of being
uncomfortable and distressed

This dataset is not longitudinal—can’t see whether
searching leads to presence over time



Another dataset: the IWS project

The International Well-being Study explicitly set out
to be longitudinal: 5 points of measurement 3 months
apart

Obtained assessments of Steger’s MLQ as well as other
positive psych constructs (e.g., gratitude) and outcome
measures (e.g., depression)

Let’s focus on what predicts presence/searching for
meaning, and whether it changes over time



The sample

[ will focus on those individuals who gave us data on
all 5 time points (N = 364)

Uneven distribution of gender: 302 females and 62
males

Wide age range: from 17 to 79 years of age, mostly in
the 20-40 year range (note that EHHI was 30-60 yrs)

This sample is mostly from Western countries
(English-speakers)
Okay, does searching or presence change over time?
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Intercepts and slopes

Intercept Slope
(on a 7-pt scale)

Searching for meaning 4.09

Presence of meaning 5.06

55

5

4.5
Presence

4 Searching

35

Time 1 Time 2 Time 3 Time 4 Time 5



Do age and gender predict intercepts and
slopes?

Predictor Presence of Searching for
meaning meaning

Intercept Slope Intercept Slope

Age 24°%* -17~ -.23%** ns

Gender

1) Older individuals reported higher presence of meaning at T1

2) Marginal trend for younger individuals to yield a positive slope over
time

3) Malesyielded a slightly positive slope over time whereas females
yielded a slightly negative slope over time

4) Younger individuals reported higher searching for meaning at T1
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Two significant results

Intercept Searching Slope Searching

Intercept Presence -.17, p = .004

Slope
Presence

As expected, initial high levels of Searching for meaning was
significantly related to low levels of Presence for meaning. And if
individuals increased in Searching for meaning over time, this was
predictive of decreased Presence for meaning over time. Thus, these two
developmental phenomena seem to be inversely related to each other



Explorations: What have we learned
today?

The subject of meaning in/of life is eternal and
ubiquitous
We tend to find meaning in life from:
Connections with people
Health
Challenges

Work
Acquiring sufficient material goods to life comfortably

Authentic living



Searching & Presence

People who say that they have meaning in life tend not
to be searching, and

People who say that they are searching for meaning in
life tend not to have meaning in life

Younger people report more searching and less
presence, and older people report less searching and
more presence



Future directions

Would be useftul to tie the Steger searching/presence
idea with qualitative questions to find out where, how,
what, and why individuals are searching

Conduct such a study over a long period of time (e.g.,

5-10 yrs) to illustrate how these searches can play out
over time

Identify critical events (e.g., an illness, spiritual
awakening, kids moving out of the home, etc.)

Identify personality/cognitive/emotional factors that
predispose people to be successful/unsuccessful



Thanks for your attention

[ hope that this was meaningful foryou. . ... it was for
me.

For more information, please contact me at:
paul.jose@vuw.ac.nz



