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flourishing	life	after	religion	looks	like.	By	Jill	Suttie	|	August	21,	2024	A	new	book	makes	the	case	that	hope	is	the	right	response	when	we	are	facing	difficulties	in	our	lives.	By	Science	of	Happiness	Podcast	|	June	19,	2025	How	can	we	build	a	sense	of	hope	when	the	future	feels	uncertain?	Poet	Toms	Morn	tries	a	writing	practice	to	make	him	feel
more	hopeful	and	By	Margaret	Golden	|	April	4,	2025	Teacher	and	activist	Parker	J.	Palmer	offers	steadying	words	of	wisdom	for	today's	educators	in	the	United	States.	Victor	Strecher,	a	behavioral	scientist	at	the	University	of	Michigans	School	of	Public	Health,	lost	his	19-year-old	daughter	to	a	sudden	heart	attack	in	2010;	she	had	been	living	with	a
rare	heart	condition	for	years.	Her	fragility	and	eventual	death	upended	his	thoughts	on	what	life	should	be	about	and	how	to	live	itand	it	moved	him	to	write	a	book	called	Life	on	Purpose.	The	book	is	a	meditative,	at	times	inspirational,	exploration	of	the	nature	of	purposeit	both	considers	how	philosophers	have	long	debated	the	relationship	between
purpose	and	happiness	and	also	shares	uplifting	stories	of	individuals	who	have	discovered	their	purpose.	It	includes	Strechers	personal	revelations	as	well	as	those	of	others	whove	found	their	purpose	and	changed	the	trajectory	of	their	lives.	But	the	book	is	also	a	review	of	the	science	of	purpose,	which	has	blossomed	in	recent	years.	According	to
Strecher,	the	strength	of	ones	life	purposewhich	involves	a	combination	of	living	according	to	your	values	and	goals,	and	striving	to	make	a	positive	difference	in	the	worldcan	be	measured,	and	it	correlates	highly	with	psychological	wellness	and	even	markers	of	physical	health	and	longevity.	For	example,	studies	have	found	that	for	every	one-point
increase	on	a	six-point	scale	measuring	purpose	in	life,	adults	with	heart	disease	have	a	27	percent	decreased	risk	of	having	a	heart	attack	over	a	two-year	period.	For	older	adults,	a	one-point	difference	in	purpose	can	mean	a	22	percent	decreased	risk	of	having	a	stroke.	Its	not	clear	how	purpose	in	life	would	have	these	impacts;	but	its	possible	that
there	is	some	kind	of	interaction	with	stress,	which	has	already	been	shown	to	affect	us	at	a	cellular	level.	In	one	study,	researchers	looked	at	how	meditation	might	impact	gene	health	in	highly	stressed	mothers.	The	length	of	mothers	telomeresthe	end	caps	on	genes	that	tend	to	shorten	with	agewere	measured	before	and	after	some	of	the	moms
attended	a	mindful	meditation	retreat.	Compared	to	a	control	group,	women	whod	received	the	meditation	training	did	indeed	have	longer	telomeres	at	the	end	of	the	retreat,	suggesting	better	health.	But	the	researchers	found	that	this	effect	was	accounted	for	not	by	increases	in	mindfulness,	as	expected,	but	by	increases	in	a	sense	of	life	purpose,
which	the	meditation	inspired.	Studies	like	these	show	the	potential	positive	impacts	of	purpose,	which,	Strecher	argues,	should	encourage	us	to	consider	promoting	it	in	our	schools	and	workplaces.	For	example,	students	who	are	encouraged	to	consider	education	as	relevant	to	their	life	purpose	are	more	likely	to	try	harder	in	classes	they	find	boring
or	hardsuch	as	science	and	math	classes.	And	businesses	that	put	purpose	at	the	forefront	tend	to	be	more	enjoyable	places	to	work	and	more	financially	successful	in	the	long	run	than	those	who	only	pursue	profit.	In	one	study,	researchers	found	that	hospital	workers	were	45	percent	more	inclined	to	use	good	hand-washing	hygiene	if	they	were	told
it	helped	prevent	patients	from	catching	diseases	than	if	they	were	told	it	helped	them.	Connecting	their	habits	to	a	service-oriented	purpose	inspired	better	behavior.	Pointing	out	to	employees	that	their	actions	affect	others	can	result	in	transcending	behaviorsand	save	lives,	Strecher	says.	Putting	purpose	into	action	Of	course,	giving	lip	service	to
having	a	purpose	in	life	is	not	going	to	cut	it.	It	has	to	be	genuine	and	to	truly	reflect	your	goals	and	values.	Also,	there	is	a	difference	between	finding	your	purpose	and	acting	upon	it,	says	Strecher.	The	dynamic	process	of	aligning	yourself	with	your	life	purpose	requires	energy	and	willpower:	wind	in	your	sails	to	move	you	forward,	and	a	strong
rudder	to	prevent	being	blown	off	course,	he	writes.	But	how	can	we	move	from	imagining	our	purpose	to	fulfilling	it?	Energy	and	willpower	are	needed,	writes	Strecher,	and	these	can	be	boosted	by	making	healthier	lifestyle	choices:	sleeping	and	eating	better,	exercising,	and	being	more	present	in	your	everyday	life	(e.g.,	through	meditation	or	tai
chi	or	other	practices	that	increase	your	presence).	The	relationships	between	healthy	lifestyle	choices,	energy,	willpower,	and	purpose	are	all	bidirectionalmeaning	they	influence	each	other,	he	writes.	Therefore,	it	makes	sense	to	both	figure	out	your	purpose	and	engage	more	in	healthy	behaviors,	in	order	to	have	enough	energy	and	willpower	to
pursue	your	purpose.	Much	of	his	book	is	devoted	to	suggesting	just	how	to	do	that.	Though	studies	found	throughout	the	book	lend	some	credence	to	Strechers	claims	about	the	benefits	of	purpose,	they	are	relatively	few	in	number	and	not	always	completely	convincing.	Even	Strecher	acknowledges	that	the	science	is	still	in	its	infancy.	We	still	dont
know	very	much	about	interventions	meant	to	increase	purpose	in	life,	let	alone	their	results,	he	writes.	Purpose	may	be	more	elusive	than	we	realizeperhaps	the	culmination	of	a	lifetime	of	personal	interactions	and	individual	experiencesand	may	be	next	to	impossible	to	foster	in	the	general	public.	Still,	it	wouldnt	hurt	the	world	if	we	all	started
examining	our	lives	in	deeper	ways	and	tried	a	bit	harder	to	find	our	own	purpose.	After	all,	any	efforts	that	increase	our	desire	to	help	the	world	are	probably	positive.	And	the	consequences	of	not	doing	so	could	be	dire.	If	I	were	you,	I	wouldnt	wait	around	for	more	research.	Id	just	get	a	purpose,	writes	Strecher.	The	scientific	evidence	supporting
the	benefits	of	one	is	extremely	promising,	and,	at	the	risk	of	sounding	a	bit	alarmist,	we	need	it.	Do	you	have	a	sense	of	purpose?	For	decades,	psychologists	have	studied	how	long-term,	meaningful	goals	develop	over	the	span	of	our	lives.	The	goals	that	foster	a	sense	of	purpose	are	ones	that	can	potentially	change	the	lives	of	other	people,	like
launching	an	organization,	researching	disease,	or	teaching	kids	to	read.	Indeed,	a	sense	of	purpose	appears	to	have	evolved	in	humans	so	that	we	can	accomplish	big	things	togetherwhich	may	be	why	its	associated	with	better	physical	and	mental	health.	Purpose	is	adaptive,	in	an	evolutionary	sense.	It	helps	both	individuals	and	the	species	to
survive.	Many	seem	to	believe	that	purpose	arises	from	your	special	gifts	and	sets	you	apart	from	other	peoplebut	thats	only	part	of	the	truth.	It	also	grows	from	our	connection	to	others,	which	is	why	a	crisis	of	purpose	is	often	a	symptom	of	isolation.	Once	you	find	your	path,	youll	almost	certainly	find	others	traveling	along	with	you,	hoping	to	reach
the	same	destinationa	community.	Here	are	six	ways	to	overcome	isolation	and	discover	your	purpose	in	life.	1.	Read	Reading	connects	us	to	people	well	never	know,	across	time	and	spacean	experience	that	research	says	is	linked	to	a	sense	of	meaning	and	purpose.	(Note:	Meaning	and	purpose	are	related	but	separate	social-scientific	constructs.
Purpose	is	a	part	of	meaning;	meaning	is	a	much	broader	concept	that	usually	also	includes	value,	efficacy,	and	self-worth.)	In	a	2010	paper,	for	example,	Leslie	Francis	studied	a	group	of	nearly	26,000	teenagers	throughout	England	and	Walesand	found	that	those	who	read	the	Bible	more	tended	to	have	a	stronger	sense	of	purpose.	Secular	reading
seems	to	make	a	difference,	as	well.	In	a	survey	of	empirical	studies,	Raymond	A.	Mar	and	colleagues	found	a	link	between	reading	poetry	and	fiction	and	a	sense	of	purpose	among	adolescents.	Reading	fiction	might	allow	adolescents	to	reason	about	the	whole	lives	of	characters,	giving	them	specific	insight	into	an	entire	lifespan	without	having	to
have	fully	lived	most	of	their	own	lives,	they	suggest.	By	seeing	purpose	in	the	lives	of	other	people,	teens	are	more	likely	to	see	it	in	their	own	lives.	In	this	sense,	purpose	is	an	act	of	the	imagination.	Many	people	I	interviewed	for	this	article	mentioned	pivotal	books	or	ideas	they	found	in	books.	The	writing	of	historian	W.E.B.	Du	Bois	pushed	social-
justice	activist	Art	McGee	to	embrace	a	specific	vision	of	African-American	identity	and	liberation.	Journalist	Michael	Stoll	found	inspiration	in	the	social	responsibility	theory	of	journalism,	which	he	read	about	at	Stanford	University.	Basically,	reporters	and	editors	have	not	just	the	ability	but	also	the	duty	to	improve	their	community	by	being
independent	arbiters	of	problems	that	need	solving,	he	says.	Its	been	my	professional	North	Star	ever	since.	Spurred	by	this	idea,	Michael	went	on	to	launch	an	award-winning	nonprofit	news	agency	called	The	San	Francisco	Public	Press.	So,	if	youre	feeling	a	crisis	of	purpose	in	your	life,	go	to	the	bookstore	or	library	or	university.	Find	books	that
matter	to	youand	they	might	help	you	to	see	what	matters	in	your	own	life.	2.	Turn	hurts	into	healing	for	others	Of	course,	finding	purpose	is	not	just	an	intellectual	pursuit;	its	something	we	need	to	feel.	Thats	why	it	can	grow	out	of	suffering,	both	our	own	and	others.	Kezia	Willingham	was	raised	in	poverty	in	Corvallis,	Oregon,	her	family	riven	by
domestic	violence.	No	one	at	school	intervened	or	helped	or	supported	my	mother,	myself,	or	my	brother	when	I	was	growing	up	poor,	ashamed,	and	sure	that	my	existence	was	a	mistake,	she	says.	I	was	running	the	streets,	skipping	school,	having	sex	with	strangers,	and	abusing	every	drug	I	could	get	my	hands	on.	When	she	was	16,	Kezia	enrolled
at	an	alternative	high	school	that	led	me	to	believe	I	had	options	and	a	path	out	of	poverty.	She	made	her	way	to	college	and	was	especially	drawn	to	the	kids	with	issueskids	like	the	one	she	had	once	been.	She	says:	I	want	the	kids	out	there	who	grew	up	like	me,	to	know	they	have	futures	ahead	of	them.	I	want	them	to	know	they	are	smart,	even	if
they	may	not	meet	state	academic	standards.	I	want	them	to	know	that	they	are	just	as	good	and	valuable	as	any	other	human	who	happens	to	be	born	into	more	privileged	circumstances.	Because	they	are.	And	there	are	so	damn	many	messages	telling	them	otherwise.	Sometimes,	another	persons	pain	can	lead	us	to	purpose.	When	Christopher
Pepper	was	a	senior	in	high	school,	a	trembling,	tearful	friend	told	him	that	she	had	been	raped	by	a	classmate.	I	comforted	as	well	as	I	could,	and	left	that	conversation	vowing	that	I	would	do	something	to	keep	this	from	happening	to	others,	says	Christopher.	He	kept	that	promise	by	becoming	a	Peer	Rape	Educator	in	collegeand	then	a	sex	educator
in	San	Francisco	public	schools.	Why	do	people	like	Kezia	and	Christopher	seem	to	find	purpose	in	sufferingwhile	others	are	crushed	by	it?	Part	of	the	answer,	as	well	see	next,	might	have	to	do	with	the	emotions	and	behaviors	we	cultivate	in	ourselves.	3.	Cultivate	awe,	gratitude,	and	altruism	Certain	emotions	and	behaviors	that	promote	health	and
well-being	can	also	foster	a	sense	of	purposespecifically,	awe,	gratitude,	and	altruism.	Several	studies	conducted	by	the	Greater	Good	Science	Centers	Dacher	Keltner	have	shown	that	the	experience	of	awe	makes	us	feel	connected	to	something	larger	than	ourselvesand	so	can	provide	the	emotional	foundation	for	a	sense	of	purpose.	Of	course,	awe
all	by	itself	wont	give	you	a	purpose	in	life.	Its	not	enough	to	just	feel	like	youre	a	small	part	of	something	big;	you	also	need	to	feel	driven	to	make	a	positive	impact	on	the	world.	Thats	where	gratitude	and	generosity	come	into	play.	It	may	seem	counterintuitive	to	foster	purpose	by	cultivating	a	grateful	mindset,	but	it	works,	writes	psychologist
Kendall	Bronk,	a	leading	expert	on	purpose.	As	research	by	William	Damon,	Robert	Emmons,	and	others	has	found,	children	and	adults	who	are	able	to	count	their	blessings	are	much	more	likely	to	try	to	contribute	to	the	world	beyond	themselves.	This	is	probably	because,	if	we	can	see	how	others	make	our	world	a	better	place,	well	be	more
motivated	to	give	something	back.	Here	we	arrive	at	altruism.	Theres	little	question,	at	this	point,	that	helping	others	is	associated	with	a	meaningful,	purposeful	life.	In	one	study,	for	example,	Daryl	Van	Tongeren	and	colleagues	found	that	people	who	engage	in	more	altruistic	behaviors,	like	volunteering	or	donating	money,	tend	to	have	a	greater
sense	of	purpose	in	their	lives.	Interestingly,	gratitude	and	altruism	seem	to	work	together	to	generate	meaning	and	purpose.	In	a	second	experiment,	the	researchers	randomly	assigned	some	participants	to	write	letters	of	gratitudeand	those	people	later	reported	a	stronger	sense	of	purpose.	More	recent	work	by	Christina	Karns	and	colleagues
found	that	altruism	and	gratitude	are	neurologically	linked,	activating	the	same	reward	circuits	in	the	brain.	4.	Listen	to	what	other	people	appreciate	about	you	Shawn	Taylor	with	his	family	Giving	thanks	can	help	you	find	your	purpose.	But	you	can	also	find	purpose	in	what	people	thank	you	for.	Like	Kezia	Willingham,	Shawn	Taylor	had	a	tough
childhoodand	he	was	also	drawn	to	working	with	kids	who	had	severe	behavioral	problems.	Unlike	her,	however,	he	often	felt	like	the	work	was	a	dead-end.	I	thought	I	sucked	at	my	chosen	profession,	he	says.	Then,	one	day,	a	girl	hed	worked	with	five	years	before	contacted	him.	She	detailed	how	I	helped	to	change	her	life,	says	Shawnand	she	asked
him	to	walk	her	down	the	aisle	when	she	got	married.	Shawn	hadnt	even	thought	about	her,	in	all	that	time.	Something	clicked	and	I	knew	this	was	my	path.	No	specifics,	but	youth	work	was	my	purpose.	The	artists,	writers,	and	musicians	I	interviewed	often	described	how	appreciation	from	others	fueled	their	work.	Dani	Burlison	never	lacked	a
sense	of	purpose,	and	she	toiled	for	years	as	a	writer	and	social-justice	activist	in	Santa	Rosa,	California.	But	when	wildfires	swept	through	her	community,	Dani	discovered	that	her	strengths	were	needed	in	a	new	way:	Ive	found	that	my	networking	and	emergency	response	skills	have	been	really	helpful	to	my	community,	my	students,	and	to
firefighters!	Although	there	is	no	research	that	directly	explores	how	being	thanked	might	fuel	a	sense	of	purpose,	we	do	know	that	gratitude	strengthens	relationshipsand	those	are	often	the	source	of	our	purpose,	as	many	of	these	stories	suggest.	5.	Find	and	build	community	As	we	see	in	Danis	case,	we	can	often	find	our	sense	of	purpose	in	the
people	around	us.	Many	people	told	me	about	finding	purpose	in	family.	In	tandem	with	his	reading,	Art	McGee	found	purposeworking	for	social	and	racial	justicein	love	and	respect	for	my	hardworking	father,	he	says.	Working	people	like	him	deserved	so	much	better.	Environmental	and	social-justice	organizer	Jodi	Sugerman-Brozan	feels	driven	to
leave	the	world	in	a	better	place	than	I	found	it.	Becoming	a	mom	strengthened	that	purpose	(its	going	to	be	their	world,	and	their	kids	world),	she	says.	It	definitely	influences	how	I	parent	(wanting	to	raise	anti-racist,	feminist,	radical	kids	who	will	want	to	continue	the	fight	and	be	leaders).	Of	course,	our	kids	may	not	embrace	our	purpose.	Amber
Cantorna	was	raised	by	purpose-driven	parents	who	were	right-wing	Christians.	My	mom	had	us	involved	in	stuff	all	the	time,	all	within	that	conservative	Christian	bubble,	she	says.	This	family	and	community	fueled	a	strong	sense	of	purpose	in	Amber:	To	be	a	good	Christian	and	role	model.	To	be	a	blessing	to	other	people.	The	trouble	is	that	this
underlying	purpose	involved	making	other	people	more	like	them.	When	she	came	out	as	a	lesbian	at	age	27,	Ambers	family	and	community	swiftly	and	suddenly	cast	her	out.	This	triggered	a	deep	crisis	of	purposeone	that	she	resolved	by	finding	a	new	faith	community	that	helped	shape	me	and	gave	me	a	sense	of	belonging,	she	says.	Often,	the
nobility	of	our	purpose	reflects	the	company	we	keep.	The	purpose	that	came	from	Ambers	parents	was	based	on	exclusion,	as	she	discovered.	There	was	no	placeand	no	purposefor	her	in	that	community	once	she	embraced	an	identity	they	couldnt	accept.	A	new	sense	of	purpose	came	with	the	new	community	and	identity	she	helped	to	build,	of	gay
and	lesbian	Christians.	If	youre	having	trouble	remembering	your	purpose,	take	a	look	at	the	people	around	you.	What	do	you	have	in	common	with	them?	What	are	they	trying	to	be?	What	impact	do	you	see	them	having	on	the	world?	Is	that	impact	a	positive	one?	Can	you	join	with	them	in	making	that	impact?	What	do	they	need?	Can	you	give	it
them?	If	the	answers	to	those	questions	dont	inspire	you,	then	you	might	need	to	find	a	new	communityand	with	that,	a	new	purpose	may	come.	6.	Tell	your	story	Amber	Cantorna	Reading	can	help	you	find	your	purposebut	so	can	writing,	Purpose	often	arises	from	curiosity	about	your	own	life.	What	obstacles	have	you	encountered?	What	strengths
helped	you	to	overcome	them?	How	did	other	people	help	you?	How	did	your	strengths	help	make	life	better	for	others?	We	all	have	the	ability	to	make	a	narrative	out	of	our	own	lives,	says	Emily	Esfahani	Smith,	author	of	the	2017	book	The	Power	of	Meaning.	It	gives	us	clarity	on	our	own	lives,	how	to	understand	ourselves,	and	gives	us	a	framework
that	goes	beyond	the	day-to-day	and	basically	helps	us	make	sense	of	our	experiences.	Thats	why	Amber	Cantorna	wrote	her	memoir,	Refocusing	My	Family:	Coming	Out,	Being	Cast	Out,	and	Discovering	the	True	Love	of	God.	At	first	depressed	after	losing	everyone	she	loved,	Amber	soon	discovered	new	strengths	in	herselfand	she	is	using	her	book
to	help	build	a	nonprofit	organization	called	Beyond	to	support	gay,	lesbian,	bisexual,	and	transgender	Christians	in	their	coming-out	process.	One	2008	study	found	that	those	who	see	meaning	and	purpose	in	their	lives	are	able	to	tell	a	story	of	change	and	growth,	where	they	managed	to	overcome	the	obstacles	they	encountered.	In	other	words,
creating	a	narrative	like	Ambers	can	help	us	to	see	our	own	strengths	and	how	applying	those	strengths	can	make	a	difference	in	the	world,	which	increases	our	sense	of	self-efficacy.	This	is	a	valuable	reflective	process	to	all	people,	but	Amber	took	it	one	step	further,	by	publishing	her	autobiography	and	turning	it	into	a	tool	for	social	change.	Today,
Ambers	purpose	is	to	help	people	like	her	feel	less	alone.	My	sense	of	purpose	has	grown	a	lot	with	my	desire	to	share	my	storyand	the	realization	that	so	many	other	people	have	shared	my	journey.	How	often	do	we	stop	to	think	about	the	meaning	of	life?	If	youre	like	me,	probably	not	much.	Even	though	I	may	feel	a	vague	sense	of	anxiety	around
how	my	life	is	unfolding	and	the	inevitability	of	death,	I	dont	often	slow	down	enough	to	reflect	on	what	happens	after	we	die	or	what	it	means	to	live	life	to	the	fullest.	But	according	to	a	new	book,	Start	Making	Sense	by	psychologist	Steven	Heine,	this	is	the	wrong	attitude.	By	reflecting	on	existential	questions	like	these	and	considering	our	own
answers	to	these	questions,	we	can	live	a	more	authentic,	meaningful	existence.	When	people	feel	they	are	leading	a	meaningful	life,	their	lives	make	more	sense	to	them,	writes	Heine.	They	have	a	sense	of	purpose	that	guides	their	behaviors.	They	feel	that	their	lives	matter	and	that	theyre	capable	of	making	a	difference	in	the	world.	Why	focus	on
meaning	As	Heine	writes,	the	search	for	meaning	is	an	inherent	part	of	being	human.	Yet	many	of	us	dont	take	the	time	to	think	about	our	place	in	the	universe	or	what	we	value	most.	Instead	of	focusing	on	what	might	bring	us	more	meaning,	we	distract	ourselves	with	superficial	sources	of	gratificationlike	overconsumption,	alcohol	and	drugs,	TV
bingeing,	or	mindless	social	media	scrollingwhich	are	easier	to	access	and,	therefore,	tempting.	The	ease	with	which	we	can	get	sucked	into	these	interferes	with	making	meaningful	changes	to	our	lives,	argues	Heine.	How	to	focus	more	on	the	larger	context	of	our	lives?	We	can	look	to	philosophers	who	tried	to	explain	the	different	approaches	to	the
search	for	meaning,	argues	Heine.	For	example,	Kierkegaard,	a	theologian,	believed	in	God	but	also	believed	that	people	have	free	will	and	meaning	in	life	is	a	personal	construction.	Camus,	on	the	other	hand,	believed	there	was	no	God	or	inherent	meaning	in	life;	so,	we	must	revolt	against	the	absurdity	of	it	all	and	live	life	with	passion.
Contemplating	conflicting	views	like	these,	Heine	suggests,	help	us	clarify	our	own	beliefs	about	lifes	bigger	questions.	And,	he	adds,	psychological	science	can	help	explain	why	we	have	this	urge	to	see	our	lives	as	coherent	and	meaningful.	If	they	arent,	well	experience	unpleasant	cognitive	dissonance	and	try	to	resolve	that,	somehow.	Our	brains
have	evolved	what	I	term	a	sense-making	system,	which	ensures	that	we	feel	what	we	are	doing	is	meaningful	and	makes	good	sense	.	.	.	and	directs	us	to	make	efforts	to	correct	matters	whenever	it	senses	anything	that	no	longer	makes	sense,	he	writes.	Though	we	have	tools	at	our	disposal,	the	path	to	more	meaning	is	not	necessarily	straight	or
narrow,	Heine	writes,	but	one	involving	personal	choice	and	many	possible	detours.	Our	personal	sense	of	meaning	will	be	affected	by	our	culture	and	the	events	in	our	liveshow	we	managed	them	and	what	they	taught	us.	The	trick	is	to	recognize	this	and	use	it	to	our	advantage.	Everything	we	encounter	is	wrapped	up	in	layers	of	meanings,	many	of
which	are	subjective	and	personal,	and	those	meanings	determine	the	ways	that	we	make	sense	of	our	situation	and	the	ways	we	act,	writes	Heine.	In	other	words,	we	have	some	power	over	the	meaning	we	attribute	to	events	and	how	these	come	together	to	shape	the	meaning	of	our	lives	overall.	How	to	infuse	life	with	more	meaning	The	keys	to	a
meaningful	life	generally	stem	from	three	things:	our	close	personal	relationships	and	communities,	our	work,	and	being	connected	to	something	greater	than	ourselves.	Each	of	these	can	have	a	huge	effect	on	our	well-being	through	the	meaning	they	impart.	While	there	isnt	necessarily	a	one-size-fits-all	approach,	here	are	some	tips	Heine	suggests
for	finding	meaning:	Ground	yourself	in	your	personal	values.	When	people	encounter	problems	in	their	lives,	they	can	react	in	different	ways	depending	on	how	grounded	they	feel,	says	Heine.	When	people	are	grounded,	they	feel	that	the	key	connections	in	their	lives	that	provide	the	foundation	of	a	sense	of	meaning	are	solidly	intact,	he	writes.
They	know	who	they	are,	who	their	important	relationships	are,	and	what	they	stand	for,	and	they	are	in	a	better	position	to	confront	any	new	threats	they	might	encounter.	A	simple	exercise	of	writing	about	what	you	value	and	why	its	important	has	been	found	to	benefit	people	in	many	situations,	writes	Heine.	He	points	to	studies	suggesting	that
doing	so	can	help	people	change	their	lifestyle	in	healthy	ways,	do	better	in	school	when	disadvantaged,	and	accept	their	choices	in	life	and	their	mortality	more	easily.	Use	nostalgia	to	reflect	on	your	life.	Engaging	in	nostalgia	can	help	us	see	parts	of	ourselves	that	have	remained	steadfast,	despite	the	passage	of	time.	By	reflecting	on	past
experiences	and	how	we	dealt	with	them,	we	can	boost	our	sense	of	continuity	and	authenticity.	To	stimulate	nostalgia,	you	can	look	through	old	photos,	listen	to	favorite	songs	from	the	past,	or	go	through	old	keepsakes	and	recall	what	was	happening	at	that	time	of	your	life,	says	Heine.	Or	you	can	contact	an	old	friend	and	reminisce	about	the	past.
It	can	be	especially	powerful	to	recall	times	when	you	were	socially	connected	with	others,	he	adds,	since	relationships	are	so	meaningful.	By	making	your	past	memories	more	accessible,	you	will	be	better	able	to	connect	the	path	of	your	current	life	with	the	events	that	occurred	along	the	way,	writes	Heine.	You	will	be	reminded	about	how	the
events	of	your	path	have	shaped	who	you	are	today.	Research	has	found	that	reflecting	on	our	lives	through	nostalgia	can	help	us	increase	our	sense	of	meaning,	feel	more	socially	connected,	have	a	greater	sense	of	authenticity,	and	be	motivated	to	pursue	important	goals,	among	other	benefits.	Pursue	self-transcendent	experiences.	There	is	a	reason
many	people	find	meaning	in	religionit	can	give	us	a	sense	of	self-transcendence	or	being	connected	to	something	bigger	than	ourselves.	But	for	nonbelievers,	there	are	other	ways	to	seek	transcendent	experiences	that	inspire	awe	and	wonderand	these,	too,	bring	meaning	to	our	lives.	For	example,	watching	a	beautiful	sunset	or	a	starlit	sky,
witnessing	people	doing	supremely	moral	acts,	encountering	deep	states	of	meditation,	or	seeing	incredible	architecture	or	art	can	all	inspire	awe.	When	we	have	these	kinds	of	mind-expanding	experiences,	they	challenge	our	view	of	everyday	existence	in	a	way	that	forces	us	to	think	about	what	life	means	and	what	matters.	During	.	.	.	awe
experiences,	peoples	lives	often	feel	more	significant	and	meaningful,	as	they	have	the	sense	that	they	are	connected	to	something	much	vaster	than	themselves	and	that	their	existence	extends	beyond	the	material	world,	writes	Heine.	Enhance	your	relationships.	One	of	the	most	reliable	sources	of	meaning	in	our	lives	is	the	interpersonal
connections	that	we	havein	particular,	those	of	our	closest	relationships,	writes	Heine.	For	that	reason,	its	good	to	spend	time	with	those	we	lovewhether	that	means	our	families,	friends,	or	romantic	partners.	Nurturing	these	relationships	brings	a	sense	of	meaning	in	life;	even	when	they	are	challenging,	our	sense	of	meaning	can	help	us	maintain
them	in	the	long	run.	For	example,	a	parent	who	finds	taking	care	of	their	kids	to	be	tedious	or	difficult	may	be	able	to	persevere	and	find	joy	because	of	the	meaning	it	provides	in	their	lives.	Another	way	that	relationships	can	imbue	meaning	is	when	we	are	part	of	a	group	or	community	with	shared	interests	and	values.	If	you	lack	this	sense	of
belonging	in	your	life,	it	could	help	to	volunteer	for	a	cause	you	believe	inperhaps	providing	help	to	others	in	need	or	working	toward	preserving	a	green	space	in	your	communitywhich	can	help	connect	you	with	others.	Find	meaning	and	purpose	in	your	work.	The	work	we	do	in	the	world	is	a	primary	way	we	fulfill	existential	needs,	writes	Heine.
When	people	think	about	who	they	are,	a	big	part	of	their	answer	comes	from	what	they	do	for	a	living	or	whatever	organizations	they	belong	to.	Work	provides	a	sense	of	identity	and	self-worth,	and	it	allows	us	to	contribute	to	something	greater	than	ourselves,	which	feels	purposeful.	Work	can	also	bring	us	meaning	if	the	money	we	earn	is	used	to
provide	for	others	(e.g.,	our	families).	Simply	recognizing	this	can	help	us	see	the	meaning	behind	what	we	do	for	a	living,	making	our	lives	richer.	Some	careers	lend	themselves	easily	to	finding	meaningsuch	as	those	serving	the	needs	of	others,	like	teachers,	health	care	workers,	or	the	clergy,	writes	Heine.	However,	it	can	be	challenging	to	find
meaning	in	work	for	many	people.	Part	of	that	comes	from	changing	trends	in	the	work	world	itselflike	more	remote	work	and	less	stable	employment.	But	some	of	it	comes	from	not	keeping	in	mind	the	greater	purpose	of	our	workhow	it	contributes	to	something	bigger	than	ourselves	and	to	our	sense	of	self-efficacy.	If	you	find	it	hard	to	find	meaning
in	workor	if	youve	retired	and	have	lost	the	everyday	meaning	work	suppliedits	still	possible	to	find	meaning	in	volunteering,	participating	in	groups	that	interest	you,	or	taking	classes,	writes	Heine.	Seek	psychologically	rich	experiences.	While	there	are	many	roads	to	happiness	and	meaning,	one	that	is	less	commonly	recognized	is	what
psychologists	call	a	psychologically	rich	life.	This	means	seeking	experiences	that	are	novel	and	differentones	that	challenge	our	way	of	thinking,	offer	us	new	perspectives,	or	stimulate	deep	feelings	in	us.	While	these	can	be	large	in	scope	(like	living	abroad	for	a	year),	they	can	also	be	simple	and	easy	to	do,	writes	Heine.	For	example,	he	suggests
things	like	trying	out	a	new	ethnic	cuisine,	visiting	an	art	gallery,	or	trying	out	an	escape	room	with	friends.	Psychologically	rich	experiences	present	people	with	complex	challenges,	and	they	provide	opportunities	for	learning	and	discovery,	all	of	which	tend	to	be	associated	with	enhanced	feelings	of	meaning,	he	writes.	Recognize	your	own	heroic
journey.	All	of	us	have	had	to	face	obstacles	at	some	point	in	our	lives.	If	we	can	reflect	on	how	we	overcame	those	obstacleswhether	by	pulling	on	our	personal	resources,	learning	new	ways	of	thinking	or	behaving,	creating	allies	to	help	us	in	our	quest,	or	something	elsewe	can	tap	into	our	own	heroic	narrative	and	find	a	sense	of	meaning	in	our
existence.	Of	course,	writing	about	the	heroic	thread	in	your	life	story	may	not	grab	you.	Nor	might	some	of	the	other	ways	to	find	meaning	that	Heine	suggests.	But	it	doesnt	hurt	to	assess	where	youre	at	in	each	of	these	areas	of	life	and	see	what	you	may	be	missing,	he	says.	If	you	can	shore	up	any	of	the	underpinnings	of	meaning	that	you	find	are
lacking,	youll	likely	start	to	feel	that	your	life	is	more	meaningful.	>>_>_	3.	Recognize	your	strengths	and	talents	We	all	have	strengths	and	skills	that	weve	developed	over	our	lifetimes,	which	help	make	up	our	unique	personalities.	Yet	some	of	us	may	be	unsure	of	what	we	have	to	offer.	If	we	need	help,	a	survey	like	the	VIA	Character	Strengths
Survey	can	be	useful	in	identifying	our	personal	strengths	and	embracing	them	more	fully.	Then,	you	can	take	the	results	and	think	about	how	you	can	apply	them	toward	something	you	really	care	about.	But	it	can	also	be	helpful	to	ask	othersteachers,	friends,	family,	colleagues,	mentorsfor	input.	In	the	Purpose	Challenge,	students	were	asked	to
send	emails	to	five	people	who	knew	them	well	and	to	pose	questions	like:	What	do	you	think	Im	particularly	good	at?What	do	you	think	I	really	enjoy?How	do	you	think	Ill	leave	my	mark	on	the	world?	Adults	can	do	this	if	they	need	feedback,	tooeither	formally	or	informally	in	conversation	with	trusted	others.	People	who	know	you	well	may	be	able	to
see	things	in	you	that	you	dont	recognize	in	yourself,	which	can	point	you	in	unexpected	directions.	On	the	other	hand,	there	is	no	need	to	overly	rely	on	that	feedback	if	it	doesnt	resonate.	Getting	input	is	useful	if	it	clarifies	your	strengthsnot	if	its	way	off	base.	4.	Try	volunteering	Finding	purpose	involves	more	than	just	self-reflection.	According	to
Bronk,	its	also	about	trying	out	new	things	and	seeing	how	those	activities	enable	you	to	use	your	skills	to	make	a	meaningful	difference	in	the	world.	Volunteering	in	a	community	organization	focused	on	something	of	interest	to	you	could	provide	you	with	some	experience	and	do	good	at	the	same	time.	Working	with	an	organization	serving	others
can	put	you	in	touch	with	people	who	share	your	passions	and	inspire	you.	In	fact,	its	easier	to	find	and	sustain	purpose	with	others	supportand	a	do-gooder	network	can	introduce	you	to	opportunities	and	a	community	that	shares	your	concern.	Volunteering	has	the	added	benefit	of	improving	our	health	and	longevity,	at	least	for	some	people.
However,	not	all	volunteer	activities	will	lead	to	a	sense	of	purpose.	Sometimes	volunteering	can	be	deadening,	Stanford	University	researcher	Anne	Colby.	It	needs	to	be	engaging.	You	have	to	feel	youre	accomplishing	something.	When	you	find	a	good	match	for	you,	volunteering	will	likely	feel	right	in	some	waynot	draining,	but	invigorating.	5.
Imagine	your	best	possible	self	This	exercise	if	particularly	useful	in	conjunction	with	the	magic-wand	exercise	described	above.	In	Greater	Goods	Purpose	Challenge,	high	school	students	were	asked	to	imagine	themselves	at	40	years	of	age	if	everything	had	gone	as	well	as	it	could	have	in	their	lives.	Then,	they	answered	questions,	like:	What	are	you
doing?	What	is	important	to	you?	What	do	you	really	care	about,	and	why?	The	why	part	is	particularly	important,	because	purposes	usually	emerges	from	our	reasons	for	caring,	says	Bronk.	Of	course,	those	of	us	who	are	a	bit	older	can	still	find	these	questions	valuable.	However,	says	Bronk,	older	folks	may	want	to	reflect	back	rather	than	look
ahead.	She	suggests	we	think	about	what	weve	always	wanted	to	do	but	maybe	couldnt	because	of	other	obligations	(like	raising	kids	or	pursuing	a	career).	There	seems	to	be	something	about	seeing	what	you	truly	want	for	yourself	and	the	world	that	can	help	bring	you	closer	to	achieving	it,	perhaps	by	focusing	your	attention	on	the	people	and
experiences	you	encounter	that	may	help	you	get	there.	6.	Cultivate	positive	emotions	like	gratitude	and	awe	To	find	purpose,	it	helps	to	foster	positive	emotions,	like	awe	and	gratitude.	Thats	because	each	of	these	emotions	is	tied	to	well-being,	caring	about	others,	and	finding	meaning	in	life,	which	all	help	us	focus	on	how	we	can	contribute	to	the
world.	In	her	study	with	young	adults,	Bronk	found	that	practicing	gratitude	was	particularly	helpful	in	pointing	students	toward	purpose.	Reflecting	on	the	blessings	of	their	lives	often	leads	young	people	to	pay	it	forward	in	some	way,	which	is	how	gratitude	can	lead	to	purpose.	There	are	many	ways	to	cultivate	awe	and	gratitude.	Awe	can	be
inspired	by	seeing	the	beauty	in	nature	or	recalling	an	inspirational	moment.	Gratitude	can	be	practiced	by	keeping	a	gratitude	journal	or	writing	a	gratitude	letter	to	someone	who	helped	you	in	life.	Whatever	tools	you	use,	developing	gratitude	and	awe	has	the	added	benefit	of	being	good	for	your	emotional	well-being,	which	can	give	you	the	energy
and	motivation	you	need	to	carry	out	your	purposeful	goals.	7.	Look	to	the	people	you	admire	Sometimes	the	people	we	admire	most	in	life	give	us	a	clue	to	how	we	might	want	to	contribute	to	a	better	world	ourselves.	Reading	about	the	work	of	civil	rights	leaders	or	climate	activists	can	give	us	a	moral	uplift	that	can	serve	as	motivation	for	working
toward	the	greater	good.	However,	sometimes	looking	at	these	larger-than-life	examples	can	be	too	intimidating,	says	Bronk.	If	so,	you	can	look	for	everyday	people	who	are	doing	good	in	smaller	ways.	Maybe	you	have	a	friend	who	volunteers	to	collect	food	for	the	homeless	or	a	colleague	whose	work	in	promoting	social	justice	inspires	you.	You	dont
need	fame	to	fulfill	your	purpose	in	life.	You	just	need	to	look	to	your	inner	compassand	start	taking	small	steps	in	the	direction	that	means	the	most	to	you.	This	article	is	part	of	a	GGSC	initiative	on	Finding	Purpose	Across	the	Lifespan,	supported	by	the	John	Templeton	Foundation.	In	a	series	of	articles,	podcast	episodes,	and	other	resources,	well	be
exploring	why	and	how	to	deepen	your	sense	of	purpose	at	different	stages	of	life.	>>_
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