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How to Use This Guide

Many people reach a point where the question is no longer “How do | get more
done?” but “What is all this for?” Sometimes it arrives with a milestone birthday, a
loss or a promotion that felt strangely flat. Sometimes it is just a quiet sense that
life is busy but not full.

This guide helps you explore that question with tools drawn from the psychology of meaning,
not from slogans. You will learn what researchers mean by meaning and purpose, clear away
the myths that make purpose feel out of reach, look at your life through several lenses
(values, strengths, relationships, work, service and hard times) and then turn what you find
into a purpose statement and small daily actions.

What this guide is, and is not

It is a practical, reflective course. It is not therapy, and it does not promise a single grand
answer. Most people find that purpose is less like a hidden treasure you dig up once and
more like a direction you keep choosing. If you want to turn your purpose into a long-range
life plan with yearly and quarterly goals, the CourseMints guide Life Scriptwriter: Strategic
Life Planning System covers that in depth. This guide stays on meaning itself: where it
comes from, and how to live by it day to day.

How to get the most from it

1. Read in order. Chapters 1 and 2 set the foundations. Chapters 3 to 11 each look at one
source of meaning. Chapters 12 and 13 bring everything together.

2. Write. Every chapter has an exercise. The answers become the raw material for your
purpose statement in Chapter 12, so keep them together.

3. Go slowly. One chapter every few days works better than a weekend binge. Many of the
exercises ask you to notice your life for a week.
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4. Talk about it. Share one insight from each chapter with someone you trust. Saying it
aloud often clarifies it.

Q TP
About the examples

The people in the example boxes (Rachel, a marketing director; Daniel, a warehouse
supervisor; Hannah, a mother of two young children; Amara, a retired nurse; and Luis, who
lost his brother) are fictional composites, written to show the ideas in realistic lives. They
are not real case studies.

L

© KEY TAKEAWAYS

+ Purpose is better understood as a direction you keep choosing than a single answer

you find once.
v/ This guide draws on the psychology of meaning and stays practical.

v Keep your exercise answers together: they build your purpose statement in Chapter 12.
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CHAPTER 1

What Meaning Really Is

“Meaning” can sound vague, even mystical. Psychologists have made it more
concrete, and the concrete version is far more useful. Once you can see the parts
of meaning, you can see which parts of your life are strong and which need
attention.

Three parts of a meaningful life

In a 2016 paper, Frank Martela and Michael Steger proposed that a sense of meaning in life
has three related parts:

1. Coherence: your life makes sense to you. Events hang together; you understand how you
got here.

2. Purpose: you have direction, with goals and aims that pull you forward.
3. Significance: your life matters. It is worth living and makes a difference to someone or

something.

You can be strong in one and weak in another. A person with a demanding career may have
plenty of purpose but little sense that the work matters. A person after a major loss may still
feel their life matters but no longer know where it is heading, or how it makes sense.

Having meaning and searching for it

Michael Steger and colleagues developed the Meaning in Life Questionnaire in 2006, which
measures two different things: the presence of meaning (how much you feel your life is
meaningful now) and the search for meaning (how actively you are looking). They are not
opposites. You can feel meaning and still be searching for more. Research has generally
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linked the presence of meaning with greater wellbeing. Searching is more mixed: it can be a
sign of healthy curiosity, or of distress when meaning feels absent. Searching is not a
problem in itself; searching without ever acting tends to be.

Meaning is more common than you think

It is easy to assume meaning is rare: reserved for activists, artists and saints. Research
suggests otherwise. Psychologists Samantha Heintzelman and Laura King reviewed large
surveys in a 2014 paper titled “Life Is Pretty Meaningful” and found that most people report
their lives as fairly meaningful. Meaning seems to come largely from ordinary things:
relationships, routines, small contributions and moments of feeling connected.

.

A THE SCIENCE

Meaning and happiness are related but different

A 2013 survey study led by Roy Baumeister asked several hundred American adults about
happiness and meaning. The two overlapped a great deal, but where they differed the
patterns were interesting. Happiness was more linked to feeling good and having needs met
in the present. Meaning was more linked to giving to others, thinking about past and future,
expressing who you are, and even to stress and worry: raising children, for example, scored
high on meaning and not always on happiness. It was one survey, so treat the details with
caution, but the broad point matches everyday experience: a meaningful life is not always a
comfortable one.

A THE SCIENCE

Purpose and health

Large observational studies have linked a stronger sense of purpose with better health. In
one, published in 2014, Patrick Hill and Nicholas Turiano followed thousands of American
adults for 14 years and found that people with a greater sense of purpose were less likely to
die during that period, at every age. These studies show associations, not proof: healthier
people may find purpose easier. But the link appears often enough to take seriously.
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[E EXAMPLE
Rachel’s snapshot

Rachel, 44, a marketing director, rated herself on the three parts of meaning. Purpose: 8
(targets, promotions, a clear career path). Coherence: 6. Significance: 3. “If | disappeared
from work tomorrow, the campaigns would run anyway, and I'm not sure anyone outside
work would notice much of what | do.” Seeing the pattern on paper changed her question.
She did not need more goals. She needed to feel that what she did mattered to someone.

& EXERCISE

Your meaning snapshot

Rate each from 1 (very low) to 10 (very high).
Coherence (my life makes sense to me):

Purpose (I have direction):

Significance (my life matters):

Presence: how meaningful does my life feel right now?

Search: how actively am | looking for more meaning?

Which part most needs attention, and what do you think is behind that score?
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