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Meaning In Positive And Existential
Psychology

Meaning in positive and existential psychology Understanding the concept of meaning is
fundamental to exploring human well-being, purpose, and fulfillment. Within the realms of positive and
existential psychology, meaning serves as a cornerstone that influences how individuals interpret their
lives, confront adversity, and seek happiness. While these two psychological approaches have distinct
origins and emphases, they converge on the importance of meaning as a vital component in the pursuit
of a fulfilled and authentic life. This article delves into the nuanced understandings of meaning within
positive and existential psychology, highlighting their theoretical foundations, key concepts, and
practical implications.

Foundations of Meaning in Positive Psychology

Overview of Positive Psychology
Positive psychology emerged in the late 20th century as a response to traditional psychology’s focus on
pathology and mental illness. Instead, it emphasizes the study of positive human functioning,
strengths, virtues, and factors that contribute to a fulfilling life. Central to this approach is the belief
that cultivating positive qualities can enhance overall well-being and resilience.

Concept of Meaning in Positive Psychology
In positive psychology, meaning is often viewed as one of the three pillars of well-being, alongside
engagement and positive emotion (as per Seligman’s PERMA model). It pertains to the sense that one’s
life has purpose, coherence, and significance. Rather than solely avoiding suffering or dysfunction,
positive psychology encourages individuals to identify and nurture sources of meaning that foster
growth and happiness.

Sources of Meaning in Positive Psychology
Positive psychology identifies several key sources from which individuals derive meaning:

Relationships: Deep connections with family, friends, and community.1.
Achievements and Mastery: Pursuing personal goals and developing skills.2.
Values and Virtues: Living in accordance with personal and societal values.3.
Flow Experiences: Engaging fully in activities that bring joy and absorption.4.
Spirituality and Transcendence: Experiences that connect individuals to something larger than5.
themselves.

Measuring Meaning in Positive Psychology
Researchers have developed various instruments to assess perceived meaning, such as: - Meaning in
Life Questionnaire (MLQ): Measures presence of and search for meaning. - Sources of Meaning and
Meaning in Life Questionnaire (SoMe): Evaluates different sources contributing to meaning. These tools



help understand how individuals find purpose and how this relates to mental health outcomes like
happiness, resilience, and life satisfaction.

Existential Psychology and the Concept of Meaning

Overview of Existential Psychology
Existential psychology is rooted in existential philosophy, emphasizing the individual's experience of
existence, freedom, responsibility, and mortality. It emerged as a response to the human condition's
inherent challenges, such as anxiety, despair, and death awareness. Prominent figures like Viktor
Frankl, Rollo May, and Irvin Yalom have shaped its understanding of human meaning.

Viktor Frankl’s Contribution to Meaning
Viktor Frankl, a Holocaust survivor and psychiatrist, is perhaps the most influential figure in existential
psychology regarding meaning. His logotherapy posits that the primary motivation of human beings is
the search for meaning. Frankl argued that even in the face of suffering, individuals can find purpose,
which enables them to endure and transcend adversity.

Core Concepts of Meaning in Existential Psychology
Existential psychology emphasizes certain core ideas related to meaning:

Freedom and Responsibility: Individuals have the freedom to choose their attitudes and actions,1.
bearing responsibility for their life’s direction.
Existential Anxiety: The awareness of life's inherent uncertainties and mortality can lead to2.
anxiety, which can motivate authentic living.
Authenticity: Living in alignment with one's true self and values.3.
Search for Meaning: Recognizing that meaning is not given but must be actively sought and4.
constructed.

Methods of Finding Meaning in Existential Psychology
Existential approaches often involve: - Engaging in self-reflection to identify personal values. -
Confronting mortality and the finiteness of life to prioritize meaningful pursuits. - Embracing existential
dilemmas as opportunities for growth. - Developing authentic relationships and experiences that affirm
personal values.

Comparative Perspectives on Meaning

Similarities Between Positive and Existential Psychology
Despite their differences, both approaches acknowledge the importance of meaning:

Both see meaning as essential to psychological health and resilience.1.
They recognize that meaning is subjective and personal, varying across individuals.2.
Both emphasize active pursuit—either through cultivating strengths or confronting existential truths.3.
They support the idea that a life rich in meaning can buffer against suffering.4.
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Differences in Approach and Focus
| Aspect | Positive Psychology | Existential Psychology | |||| | Origin | Scientific study of well-being and
strengths | Philosophical and clinical exploration of human existence | | View of Meaning | As a
component of well-being | As the core of human existence and motivation | | Approach | Focus on
enhancing positive states and traits | Focus on confronting existential dilemmas and authentic living | |
Methods | Strengths-based interventions, gratitude exercises | Self-reflection, existential therapy,
confronting mortality |

Practical Implications of Understanding Meaning

In Therapy and Counseling
- Positive Psychology Interventions: Activities like identifying personal strengths, practicing gratitude,
and fostering hope enhance perceived meaning. - Existential Therapy: Encourages clients to explore
their values, confront fears, and create authentic life narratives.

In Personal Development
- Cultivating a sense of purpose can lead to increased motivation, resilience, and satisfaction. -
Engaging in meaningful activities, such as volunteering or creative pursuits, can deepen one's sense of
purpose.

In Community and Society
- Promoting social bonds and shared values enhances collective meaning. - Addressing societal issues
with purpose-driven initiatives fosters communal well-being.

Challenges and Critiques

Limitations in Positive Psychology
- May overlook the complexity of human suffering. - Risk of promoting superficial happiness without
addressing deeper existential concerns.

Critiques of Existential Psychology
- Can be overly philosophical and abstract, making practical application challenging. - May focus too
much on confrontation with suffering, potentially leading to despair if not balanced with hope.

Conclusion

The concept of meaning occupies a central position in both positive and existential psychology, albeit
approached from different angles. Positive psychology emphasizes cultivating meaning as a pathway to
happiness, resilience, and well-being, while existential psychology explores the profound ways in which
meaning is intertwined with human existence, freedom, and mortality. Recognizing the complementary
nature of these perspectives offers a richer understanding of the human quest for purpose. Ultimately,
integrating insights from both fields can empower individuals to live authentic, fulfilling



lives—embracing their unique journeys, confronting life's inherent challenges, and discovering meaning
that sustains them through joys and sorrows alike.

Meaning in positive and existential psychology is a central concept that has garnered significant
attention from researchers and practitioners alike. It serves as a foundational element in understanding
human well-being, resilience, and overall life satisfaction. Both positive psychology and existential
psychology explore the nature of meaning, albeit from different perspectives, but ultimately converge
on its vital importance for a fulfilling life. This article provides an in-depth examination of the concept of
meaning within these two psychological frameworks, exploring their theories, applications, and
implications for personal growth and mental health.

Understanding Meaning in Positive Psychology

Positive psychology, pioneered by Martin Seligman and others, emphasizes the study of what makes
life worth living. Within this framework, meaning is regarded as one of the core elements of well-being,
alongside positive emotions, engagement, relationships, and achievement (the PERMA model). The
focus here is on cultivating a purposeful life characterized by a sense of direction, coherence, and
significance.

The Concept of Meaning in Positive Psychology
In positive psychology, meaning is often understood as the sense that one's life has purpose,
coherence, and significance. It involves perceiving that one's actions contribute to something larger
than oneself, fostering feelings of fulfillment and contribution. Key features include: - Purposefulness:
Having clear goals aligned with personal values. - Coherence: Making sense of life experiences,
creating a narrative that integrates past, present, and future. - Significance: Feeling that one's life or
actions matter in a broader context. Seligman and colleagues have emphasized that meaning is not
just a byproduct of positive emotions but a critical component of well-being. They suggest that
individuals who find meaning in their lives tend to experience greater resilience, happiness, and health.

Research and Applications
Research in positive psychology shows that individuals who report high levels of meaning are more
resilient in face of stress, better at coping with adversity, and more satisfied overall. For example,
Viktor Frankl's logotherapy, although rooted in existential psychology, has influenced positive
psychology's appreciation of meaning as a vital component of mental health. Applications include: -
Interventions for depression: Encouraging individuals to identify meaningful goals. - Career counseling:
Helping clients find purpose in their work. - Educational programs: Promoting meaningful engagement
and purpose among students. Pros: - Enhances overall well-being and life satisfaction. - Promotes
resilience and coping skills. - Can be cultivated through intentional practices like gratitude and goal-
setting. Cons: - The subjective nature of meaning can make it difficult to measure objectively. -
Overemphasis on purpose may lead to feelings of inadequacy if one struggles to find meaning. -
Cultural differences influence perceptions of what constitutes a meaningful life.

Existential Psychology and the Search for Meaning

Existential psychology approaches the concept of meaning from a philosophical standpoint, rooted in
existential philosophy. It emphasizes the individual's confrontation with fundamental aspects of
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existence—such as mortality, freedom, isolation, and meaninglessness—and how these confrontations
shape human behavior and mental health.

Theoretical Foundations
Founded on the ideas of thinkers like Søren Kierkegaard, Friedrich Nietzsche, Jean-Paul Sartre, and
Viktor Frankl, existential psychology posits that life inherently lacks predetermined meaning. Instead,
individuals face the challenge of creating their own meaning amidst life's inherent uncertainties and
suffering. Core concepts include: - Freedom and Responsibility: Humans are free to choose their paths,
but with the responsibility to imbue their lives with meaning. - Existential Anxiety: The discomfort
arising from confronting mortality, freedom, and the absurd. - Authenticity: Living in accordance with
one's true self and values. - Search for Meaning: Recognizing that life's meaning is not given but
constructed. Viktor Frankl's logotherapy is perhaps the most influential existential approach to
meaning, emphasizing that the primary motivational force in humans is the "will to meaning."

Practical Implications and Therapeutic Approaches
Existential therapy aims to help individuals confront existential dilemmas and find authentic meaning in
their lives. Techniques often involve: - Exploring personal values and beliefs. - Addressing feelings of
emptiness or nihilism. - Embracing mortality as a means to deepen life's significance. - Confronting and
integrating life's inevitable suffering. Pros: - Deeply personalized, addressing fundamental human
concerns. - Helps individuals find resilience in face of mortality and suffering. - Encourages authentic
living aligned with personal values. Cons: - Can be challenging or uncomfortable, as it involves
confronting difficult truths. - May not provide quick solutions, requiring ongoing reflection. - Not always
easily measurable or quantifiable.

Comparative Analysis of Meaning in Both Frameworks

While positive psychology tends to focus on the cultivation of meaning as a pathway to well-being,
existential psychology emphasizes the active creation of meaning in the face of life's inherent
uncertainties and limitations. | Aspect | Positive Psychology | Existential Psychology | |||| | Perspective |
Optimistic, strength-based | Philosophical, confrontational | | Focus | Building meaning for well-being |
Understanding and authentic living amid life's challenges | | Approach | Practical interventions, goal-
setting | Deep reflection, confronting mortality and freedom | | View of Life's Meaning | Can be
cultivated and enhanced | Must be actively created and embraced | Both perspectives recognize the
importance of meaning but differ in their methods and underlying assumptions. Positive psychology
often offers accessible strategies to foster meaning, while existential psychology encourages deep
existential exploration.

Integrating the Perspectives: A Holistic View of
Meaning

Integrating insights from both positive and existential psychology can provide a comprehensive
understanding of meaning. For example: - Creating Purpose: Drawing from positive psychology,
individuals can set meaningful goals aligned with their values. - Confronting Mortality: Inspired by
existential psychology, acknowledging mortality can deepen appreciation for life and motivate
authentic living. - Resilience Building: Combining both approaches can enhance resilience—positive



psychology by fostering optimism, and existential psychology by accepting life's hardships. This
integrated approach underscores that meaning is both something to be cultivated and something to be
confronted—an ongoing process that enriches human experience.

Implications for Practice and Future Research

Understanding the dual perspectives on meaning has profound implications for mental health practice,
education, and research. For practitioners: - Incorporate strategies that help clients identify personal
meaning and purpose. - Facilitate existential exploration to address feelings of emptiness or despair. -
Balance fostering optimism with honest acknowledgment of life's limitations. For researchers: - Develop
reliable measures of meaning across diverse cultures. - Investigate how meaning interacts with other
well-being components. - Explore interventions that integrate positive and existential approaches.
Emerging areas include: - The role of spirituality and religion in meaning-making. - The impact of life
transitions (e.g., aging, trauma) on the search for meaning. - Cross-cultural studies on conceptions of
meaning.

Conclusion: The Vital Role of Meaning in Human Life

In summary, meaning in positive and existential psychology represents a vital dimension of human
experience—one that influences our resilience, happiness, and sense of purpose. Positive psychology
emphasizes cultivating meaning as a pathway to well-being through practical strategies, while
existential psychology challenges individuals to confront life's fundamental truths and create authentic
significance. Both perspectives contribute valuable insights, and their integration offers a richer, more
nuanced understanding of how humans find purpose amidst life's complexities. Embracing the quest for
meaning is essential not only for personal growth but also for fostering a compassionate, resilient
society capable of navigating the profound challenges of existence.

Questions & Answers About meaning in positive and
existential psychology

No Question Answer

1 What is the role of meaning in
positive psychology?

In positive psychology, meaning is considered a
fundamental component of well-being, referring to the
sense of purpose and significance individuals find in their
lives, which contributes to overall happiness and fulfillment.

2 How does existential psychology
define 'meaning' in life?

Existential psychology views 'meaning' as the personal
significance and purpose individuals create through their
choices, values, and experiences, especially in the face of
life's inherent uncertainties and challenges.

3 Why is the pursuit of meaning
important for mental health?

The pursuit of meaning is linked to resilience, reduced
symptoms of depression and anxiety, and increased life
satisfaction, as it helps individuals find coherence and
purpose amidst life's difficulties.

4 Can meaning be cultivated or
developed, and if so, how?

Yes, meaning can be cultivated through self-reflection,
engaging in fulfilling activities, building strong relationships,
and aligning one's actions with personal values and
purpose.
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5 What are some interventions in
positive and existential
psychology that help individuals
find meaning?

Interventions include narrative therapy, purpose-focused
journaling, values clarification exercises, and mindfulness
practices that promote reflection on personal significance
and life goals.

6 How do positive and existential
psychology differ in their
approach to meaning?

Positive psychology emphasizes fostering positive emotions
and strengths to enhance meaning, while existential
psychology focuses on confronting life's fundamental
uncertainties and making authentic choices to create
personal significance.

meaning, positive psychology, existential psychology, purpose, fulfillment, self-actualization, well-
being, authenticity, life purpose, subjective well-being
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