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Bylnvitation

Find your own
meaning in life

‘Mortality saliency’ happens when a loved
one, friend or someone we know is suddenly

afresh thatlife is fragile and want to live a life
of meaning. A psychology professor

suggests how.
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David Chan

For The Straits Times

Intellectually, we know that life is
short and fragile. Yet, many of us
live our lives and get through each
day inaway that is quite
inconsistent with this knowledge.
Many things we do or think about —
and how we feel about them —
would be very different if we really
appreciate that our time on earth is
finite and could expire much
sooner than expected without any
warning.

Psychologists have found that
people experience “mortality
salience” when they encounter
events that expose the fragility of
life. This refers to the heightened
awareness that our death is
inevitable and unpredictable.

The impactis strongest when the
eventsare highly personal. Some
examplesare anear-death
experience, the sudden death ofa
family member or close friend, or
when someone we identify closely
withis incapacitated due toan
accident or unexpected disease.

Mortality salience causes anxiety
and stress. But it is not necessarily
negative.

One positive impact is that it
oftenleads you to ask questions
about the meaning in your life.
These “meaning in life” questions
are about your own life and living.
They are not about the profound
“meaning oflife” question that

philosophy has been grappling with :
: applyregardless of demographics

¢ suchassex, age, race, religion and

! nationality,and background status !
¢ suchaseducationlevel, occupation :
! type,incomelevelandretirement
: status.

orreligions have prescribed
answers to.

When we wonder about meaning
in our lives, we ask ourselves
personal and practical questions
about what we have been thinking,
feelingand doing. Itleads us to
re-evaluate the way we live
our lives.

MEANING MATTERS

Research has consistently found
that people - regardless of
socio-economic status, cultural
worldviews and religious or secular
beliefs — develop sustained and
sustainable positive attitudes and

: experiences when they seekand
¢ find meaning in their lives.

Interestingly, the source of the

: meaningitself - be it family,

: friendship, religion, public service,
¢ volunteerism, skill mastery or

: personal accomplishments - isless
: important than the difference

i between simply havingand not

: havinga sense of meaning in life.

! Putinanotherway, havingasense
: of meaning in one’slife is critical,

: and there are multiple pathways to
! gaining meaning.

Studies have shown that people

¢ who experience meaning in their
! livesarelesslikely to suffer from

: depression and anxiety. Theyare

i moreresilient to adversity - they
: arebetterable to withstand

! negative eventsand more likely to
: recover from them. They are also

: happierand more satisfied with

: theirlives.

Inaddition, they are more likely

! tohave better physical health
: outcomes,and have areduced risk
: of cardiovascular disease.

Having a personal sense oflife’s

! meaning has been found to predict
¢ longevity above and beyond other
! factors known tolower risk of

: mortality. Italso predicted lower

i mortalityacross thelifespan,

: demonstrating a positive

! difference within similar

i age groups.

When people experience alife

: theyfind meaningful, itleads to

: beneficial outcomes not only for

: themselves butalso the people

: around them and the communities
: theybelong to.

Meaning in life predicts giving

: behaviours, including philanthropy
: andvolunteerism, as well as :
¢ pro-social behaviours such as

! sacrificing self-interest for the
¢ larger collective good.

These positive findings on
meaning in life have been found to

Beyond the benefits for the

¢ individual, a sense of meaningin

: lifehas practical societal

: implications for adult

i development, healthcare and

: health promotion, positive ageing,
: teambuilding, organisational :
: development, community building, :
i and, ultimately, developinga :
: strongsociety and economy. So,
 governments should create

i enabling conditions to facilitate

: citizens to access opportunities

i andto feel empowered to findand
: make meaningin their lives.

struck down by illness, and we start realising
i LIVING MEANINGFULLY

i Attheindividuallevel, how canwe
. overcome obstacles to :
{ meaning-makingand find meaning :
¢ inourlives? Based onresearchin

: thebehavioural sciences, I suggest
: thefollowingfive Cs.

» Complementarity. You find

what you do meaningful when it
matches what youwant to do.

So,itisimportant toknow your :

aptitude and develop your
interests. Select choices and
make decisions based on your
interests, passion and abilities
rather than conventionand
expectations of others.

When there is complementary
fit between the demands of the
task activities and your interests,
passion and abilities, you are

self-motivated tolearn, and more :

likely to develop deep skills and
competence in the domain. You
will perform the tasks because
youwant to, not just because you
have to.

Your interest also makes you
more likely toinnovate. The
creative processes and outcomes
associated with innovation

providea sense of task autonomy,

task identity and task ownership
that contributes to personal
meaning in the activities.

Your task mastery and
emotionalinvolvement turn
choresinto challenges to be met
by self-efficacy. Successful task
accomplishment equals
self-fulfilment, and not just mere
work completion.

Congruence. Another type of fit
thataffects your sense of life’s
meaning is the congruence
between how you present
yourselfand who youreally are.
Be your authentic selfin your

interaction with othersat workor :

insocial settings. This isabout
beinghonest to yourself,
speaking up, and behavingina
manner that is consistent with
whoyouare or really want to be,
as opposed to what you think
otherslike you to be.

This does not mean youshould

say completely everything that is
inyour mind. Authenticity is not
extreme forthrightness or
foolishness. To be selective in
expressing your true thoughts
and feelings is not dishonesty or
lack of authenticity. It is simply
practicalwisdom, and
common-sense discretion of
good and acceptable social
behaviours.

meaning inlife is often preceded
by high commitment.

Commitment. The experience of

Commitment involves dedication :

and decision to do thingsina
sustained manner, directed at
achievingagoal.

Meaning in life involves a
sense of larger purpose in what
youdo for most or much of your
time. The larger purpose tends to
beatanabstract or generallevel

such as having a happy family life,

helping the poor or running a
successful business.

For this purpose to impact
your experience of meaning, you
needto translate the general
purpose into concrete goals.
Setting goals and monitoring
progress of goal pursuits are

critical aspects of commitment. It
isimportant to set your own goals :

that are specific, challenging and
realistic, strive towards them,
and review your progress to
self-regulate decisions and

actions where necessary.

Contribution. When you help
people or make a positive
difference to society, you derive a
sense of personal meaning from
helping otherslive better lives.
You also become more grateful
foryour own life conditions as
youappreciate the situation of
those who are less fortunate.
Volunteerismand
philanthropy create meaning if
theyare motivated by genuine
intent to benefit the recipient,
butnotifthe act of giving is
simply a means to achieve a
self-interested goal such as
fulfilling an organisation’s key

performance indicator or seeking :
: Behavioural Sciences Institute, Lee
i KuanYew Fellow and Professor of
: Psychology at the Singapore

¢ Management University.

personalglory.

To derive meaning,
contribution need not be unpaid
work. School teachers can

Source: The Straits Times © Singapore Press Holdings Limited. Permission required for reproduction.

experience personal meaningif
theybelieve their work has
benefited students in significant
ways.

What matters is not whether
the work is remunerated but
whether the motivationis
people-centric, whether there is
acause that one believes in,and
whether the contribution has
made a positive difference to the
recipients.

Community. One of the
strongest predictors of a sense of
meaning in life is quality social
relationships that one has
developed with the people within
alarger group to which he or she
isamember of. Such community
bondsare particularly strong
when members share similar
interests or believeina

common cause.

The basis of the community
may be religious, social or
professionalin nature. Itis the
quality interactions, the
fellowship and camaraderie,and
the personal attachments to the
group that create the sense of
group identity that gives
significance and meaning to the
activities associated with the
community.

Itisimportanttojoina
community which shares your
interest or cause, and participate
regularly in the naturalistic
interactions within the
community to develop and
maintain quality relationships.

WHAT IT ALL MEANS

! When we realise that life is short
: and fragile but we have a strong

: sense of our meaning in life, our

¢ fear of death and anxiety will be

: replaced with aspirations

: and inspirations that translate

: intopositive attitudes

: and actions.

Of course, we will always have

i unpleasant obligations to fulfil and
i undesirable people to deal with.

: Sometimes, we need to say and do

: things that we donot enjoy but are
: necessary for good business, social
: andpolitical reasons.

But responsibilities, norms and

: practicalwisdom are not

: incompatible with seeking and

¢ livingameaningfullife. They are

: notgood excuses for investing all
i ourtime in thoughts, feelings and
¢ deeds that we strongly dislike and
: actuallybelieve are a waste of

: our time.

There s clear scientific evidence

i ofthe benefits of developinga

: sense of meaninginlife. At the

: more personal level, we canlearn
{ much from people who are living
: meaningfullives and the positive
! impact they have onthemselves

: and others.

It makes good sense to make our

: lives meaningful, as experienced by
: ourselves and not defined by
¢ someone else.

A meaningfullife is notjust

i theoretically possible. It becomes a
! reality when we take practical steps
: toovercome obstacles to

i meaning-makingand construct

: positive encounters, episodes and

: environments that create

: meaningful experiences for

: ourselvesand others.
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