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Chafouleas, and Helene M. Marcy

This is the fourth brief related to the series, Emotional Well-Being: The Science and Practice of
Feeling Well. In this brief, we focus on sense of meaning, a component of emotional well-being.

Module 4 Objectives
By the end of Module 4, you will be able to:

1. Define sense of meaning and its connection to emotional well-being.
2. List factors that shape a person’s sense of meaning.
3. Recall strategies for building sense of meaning.

As a reminder, we define emotional well-being as:

Emotional well-being has many parts that capture how positive an individual feels
generally, and about their life overall. It includes:

o Experiential features: emotional quality of everyday experiences
o Reflective features: life satisfaction, sense of meaning, and goal pursuit

These features occur in the context of culture, life circumstances, resources, and age®.
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What is sense of meaning?

Sense of meaning is one of the reflective features of emotional well-being. Sense of meaning has
also been referred to as meaning in life. Basically, it’s the feeling or perception that your life is
purposeful, significant, and worthwhile. Sense of meaning involves an understanding that your
activities, relationships, and experiences hold value and contribute to something beyond yourself.

Sense of meaning has three components: coherence, purpose, and significance?

Coherence

Experiencing coherence in
your life means feeling like
your past, present, and future
all fit together in a way that
makes sense.

Purpose

Purpose is feeling that what
you do is guided by goals that
are important to you.

Significance

Significance, also known as
existential mattering, means
feeling like your life is
important. It’s the sense that
your life matters and will
make a lasting difference.

What influences sense of meaning?

Sense of meaning can be influenced by many factors, like shown in the figure below**5,

DEMOGRAPHICS

Men and women tend to
report similar levels of
sense of meaning but differ
in the sources of meaning.

Sense of meaning is also

higher among emerging

adults (ages 19-29) and
older adults (65+).

RELATIONSHIPS /

Both your relationship with
others and yourself influences
your sense of meaning.
Generally, the stronger your
social relationships, self-
connection, and self-
compassion, the stronger
your sense of meaning.

FACTORS INFLUENCING
SENSE OF MEANING
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CAREER

Career has a large influence
on sense of meaning. There’s
a bi-directional relationship
between the way you
perceive yourself in your
career and your sense of
meaning.
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ADVERSITY

Adversity can be both positive
and negative. Although it can
be a barrier to imagination, hurt
relationships, and contribute to
a poor life outlook, it can also

_—" reshape meaning, resulting in a

stronger sense of meaning.

SPIRITUALITY

Religion, spirituality, and
worldview are major sources of
meaning. Collective worldviews
can also contribute to meaning
in life, including those that are

not positive. This is especially
true during challenging times.




How can | strengthen my sense of meaning?

You can intentionally do things to build meaning in life. To create a stronger sense of meaning,
focus on aligning your actions with your values. Engaging in self-reflection offers a great start!

Your Turn!

Below are two activities that give you an opportunity to reflect on your actions and goals to move
to your powerful sense of meaning. Pull out your Module 4 Handout and give the following
activities a try.

Your Best Self List a dozen daily activities
that you complete, regardless

Think about your life in the future. Imagine that of their meaning.

everything has gone as well as it possibly could.

You have worked hard and succeeded at Identify one activity to do less
accomplishing all your life goals. Now write about of, one to do more of, and one
what you imagined. Be as specific as possible. to do differently.
Don’t worry about being realistic — assume that
you’ll succeed. When you’re done, read what Assess how it changes your
you’ve written and take a moment to appreciate it. day-to-day experiences.

For a Deeper Dive

To learn more, check out the following resources:

Greater Good Science Center Magazine Multidimensional Existential Meaning Scale
Three Ways to See Meaning in Your | ife This questionnaire assesses the different parts of

This article discusses three pathways to finding a meaning in life: coherence, purpose, and mattering.

greater sense of meaning in your life.

Annual Review of Psychology

How Purpose Changes Across Your Lifetime The Science of Meaning in Life
This article discusses how our sense of purpose This open access research article defines meaning in life
changes across the lifespan. and its three components before diving into experiences

that can enhance meaning in life.
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https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/three_ways_to_see_meaning_in_your_life
https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/how_purpose_changes_across_your_lifetime
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