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People in all eras have spoken much about meaning. 
Influencers want us to recognise their authority on this.   

  But I am just a fellow searcher for meaning in life.
  I am a listener. 

I systematically listen to what people say is meaningful.
I listen with my heart and soul.
  I systematically collect facts. 

I systematically examine what helps them in life.
  I look for trends and summarise these.      

  I apply these trends and share what works.
  I use this to help people live more meaningfully.

  I use this to help make the world a more meaningful place. 
 Judge this for yourself. 

  Listen to this talk. 
  Read my books and articles from 25 years of research.

  Listen and read with a critical mindset. 
  Check what resonates with your authentic intuition.

What about your looks?
You don’t look like an 

academic 
(even IRL, and not only in 

this weird AI photo).
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Life is too short
          Not to be authentic

Be 
You!
You 
are 
OK!
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Being yourself is easy for you.
You are an academic.

You have no street cred.



You do not    
judge a book 

by its cover.

Do not judge 
me by my 
boots  and 
braces.
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How can I live an authentically meaningful life?



How can we live an authentically meaningful life?
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We need meaning myth busters



Why we need Meaning And Purpose 101

• Give criteria for meaning-making that 
helps individuals and society flourish

• Not reinvent the wheel
• Unity in our community through 

common language 
• Unity in the world through key facts
• Do not ground practices in what does 

not work
• Ground in systematic research 

evidence, not (well intended) opinions
• Life is short: let’s not waste our time 
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We need agreements and a common language 
about key facts on how to live meaningfully.
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We are equal in birth and death, 

And thus equal in doubt and meaning about what we do in between. 
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Living a meaningful life
is a human right  
that should be

protected and fostered.
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Dignity is an individual’s inherent ability and right, supported by social recognition and 
protection, to their own…
R-Reflexivity The ability and right to reflect on, interpret, and make sense of one’s own 

experiences, meanings, and meaning-making processes.

E-Expression The ability and right to express oneself authentically, participate in 
collective meaning-making, choose one’s social environment, and gain 
value from actions and social standing

S-Selfhood The enduring, inherent core of personhood and uniqueness that supports 
self-esteem and authentic identity.

P-Purpose The ability to envision, realise, appraise, and experience one’s own 
meanings in life

E-Enablement The presence of safety, privacy, and access to resources that remove 
barriers and support growth and autonomy

C-Choice The ability and right to make decisions about one’s life, including accepting, 
rejecting, or changing meanings imposed by others

T-Totality The ability and right to maintain an integrated sense of wholeness of body, 
mind, self-image, meaning, and morality, even through life’s inevitable 
limitations and societal challenges.
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Judge a skyscraper not by its height, but by its foundations;                            
judge a person not by their success, but by their purpose.

(Everybody builds their life on deeper foundations, even if invisible.)

Joel Vos
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Living a meaningful life is the totality of…  Foundations are broad and involve many components

Definition based on systematic review by 
Vos, 2018, 2016; Park, 2017;  George & 
Park, 2016, Martela & Steger, 2016

…. long-term, deep and often implicit and unreflected …  Foundations are often invisible

… motivations in life (e.g., purpose, goals, directions).  Meaning can be about being (e.g., focus on 
foundations) + doing (e.g., making plans and building)

… values in how we build our lives.  How to build (conscious construction companies)

… understanding how our actions, identity and life events make 
sense in the coherent stories of our own life and the world 
around us.  

Foundations are broad + should be well placed in the 
surroundings on strong soil etc. 

… self-worth and significance to follow my own meanings.  Everybody deserves a house on solid foundations to 
protect them and enjoy.

… translating abstract meanings into everyday goals, actions, 
goal evaluations and adjustments.  

Architects and project managers

… flexibility in responding to life’s inevitable challenges.  Construction workers with various professional skills

… commitment to actually living a meaningful life and not 
merely theorizing about it.  

Actually building 



Living a 
meaningful life 
starts with the 
nuts and bolts

Let’s go beyond general 
definitions of meaning in 
life and ask: what, how, 
how many?
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A meaningful life is not
a single skyscraper in the desert

but a mountain range 
with

many meanings
at various heights.



Have five or more examples of meaning
(small, everyday + big, life-changing ones) 

for optimal well-being and 
prevention of radicalisation .
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The Universal Meaning Sextet:
Six universal types of meaning

Materialistic

Hedonistic

Social

Large

Existential-
philosophical

Self-oriented
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The Universal Meaning Sextet

Vos, Journal of Constructivist Psychology, 2022: 107 studies in 45.710 participants + Meaning Sextet 
Questionnaire in 1281 participants in 49 countries; validated in Vos, Journal of Positive Psychology, 2025
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Three approaches to life

Traditional-conformist            Mechanistic/goal-oriented/functionalistic             Critical-intuitive        

Meaning 1.0.                                           Meaning 2.0.                                              Meaning 3.0.



Three approaches to life

Traditional-conformist            Mechanistic/goal-oriented/functionalistic             Critical-intuitive        

Meaning 1.0.                                           Meaning 2.0.                                              Meaning 3.0.

Meaning 1.0. 

Traditional-conformist

Do as others tell you

Religion; social expectations; 
being born into a position with 
predetermined meaning

Dominant until end of middle 
ages, non-western countries

Meaning-makers telling 
meaning to meaning-followers

Religious, far-right, counter-
extremism

Worse mental and physical well-
being

Meaning 2.0. 
Mechanistic, goal-oriented, Functionalistic

You can achieve anything, like a 
mathematical function: do behaviour X and 
you will get Y

Rationally and consciously decide well-
defined ambitious goals (‘live life to the max’) 
which you strive towards in a linear line to 
maximise all activities; action is more 
important than critical reflection and 
authentic intuition; any type of meaning goes

Enlightenment, West, capitalism, self-help 
books, postmodernism

Everyone has the right to  meaning-making 
but to fulfil our meaning we may need to 
manipulate other people’s meanings. 

Propaganda, marketing

Worse mental and physical well-being

Meaning 3.0. 

Critical-intuitive, 
phenomenological

Listen critically to your 
intuition

Intuition = more than 
emotion; doing justice to 
the complexity of yourself + 
your situation; critical = not 
being slave to your 
emotions + social situation 

Non-western cultures, 
contemporary philosophy

My full dignity + your full 
dignity + our shared dignity. 

Better mental and physical 
well-being
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Why we should connect with our
intuitions (while staying critical):

Meaning in life starts with our
emotions and physical experiences, 

and only much later 
with theoretical reflection.

We share these rudimentary
meaning-making processes with

our evolutionary ancestors.



Being outside the hot flow of experiencing a meaningful life
• Meaning as mere symbols and imagination
• ‘Heady’, theoretical, disconnected and splitting
• Speech: nouns, e.g. ‘The Meaning Of Life’
• Frankl: hyper-reflection and hyper-intention
• Brain: Default Mode Network disconnected from Salience 

Network. Central Executive Functioning and 
Subcortical/limbic systems                 Based on: Vos, 2011, 2017, 2020

Being inside the hot flow of experiencing a meaningful life
• Meaning as reality
• ‘Guts’, experiential and integrated
• E.g. flow, mindfulness, peak experience, life satisfaction 
• Speech: present particle (-ing) and adjective, e.g. ‘I feel that I’m 

living a meaningful life’
• Brain: balanced connections between Default Mode Network with 

Salience Network. Central Executive Functioning and 
Subcortical/limbic systems                            Based on: Vos, 2011, 2017, 2020
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Life inevitably challenges the actual realisation 
of the meaningful life we envision for ourselves.
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Confronted with life’s challenges, we asses…

… the threat 
(primary appraisal)

… resources to 
cope with threats 

(secondary 
appraisal)

… how our actions help 
meaningful solutions 
(tertiary appraisal). 
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If our inner Hunter detects a threat to his meanings, 
he tells our inner Leader to

silence the nuanced, prosocial Storytellers 
and activate the Crafters to set goals, plan, and act.

Neurocognitive & evolutionary research shows that 
under subjective threat, our brain preserves energy by 
focusing on rigid meanings and goal-oriented action.
Nuanced, complex appraisal becomes more difficult.

(Formal neurological terms: Salience Network functions as switch 
between Default Mode Network and Central Executive Network.)



Unrealized, appraised meanings
can be experienced and regulated

emotionally, physically and existentially.



Being at a cross-roads in life,
we can decide and respond in various ways

to unrealised meanings.

Change how we 
envision a 

meaningful life

Change our methods and
strategies to try realising our

envisioned meaningful life

Re-appraise the threats, 
resources, and our
meaning-making

Change how we cope with our
emotional, physical and

existential response



Meaning Oriented Social And Individual Changes (MOSAIC) framework
Vos, 2025, J of Pos Psychol; research on radicalisation under review
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We think our meanings are ‘personal’, 
but all meanings are socially embedded.
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The economic-political system offers…
… visions for a meaningful life (envisioned meanings)

… resources for living a meaningful life (realised meanings)                     
… appraisals of unrealised meanings (appraised meanings)

… experiences and ways to respond (experienced meanings).
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Dominantly neoliberal  
countries (+ trend in 
China)

Dominantly non-
neoliberal countries

Dominant 
types 
of meaning

Materialistic
Hedonistic
Self-oriented

Social 
Larger

Dominant 
approach 
to meaning

Goal-oriented, 
mechanistic, 
functionalistic

Traditional,
Phenomenological, 
Critical-intuitive

Mental health 
Impact

Largest crisis in mental 
health ever recorded

No crisis in mental 
health

Vos, 2020: 107 studies in 45.710 
participants. Questionnaires in 1281 

participants in 49 countries. More 
systematic literature reviews in Vos, 2020

The economic-political system offers…
… visions for a meaningful life (envisioned meanings)

… resources for living a meaningful life (realised meanings)                     
… appraisals of unrealised meanings (appraised meanings)

… experiences and ways to respond (experienced meanings).



Meaning Oriented Social And Individual Changes (MOSAIC) framework
Vos, 2025, J of Pos Psychol; research on radicalisation under review
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Fact 7. Do not only use quick simple life solutions 

PhD MSc MA CPsychol FHEA 
https://joelvos.com



PhD MSc MA CPsychol FHEA 
https://joelvos.com



Learn to see how businesses 
try to make you buy their product 

as they promise you a meaningful life.



AI's mechanistic approach to 
life reinforces our human 

mechanistic approach to life.
Expect more rigid 

mechanistic, goal-oriented 
and functionalistic 

approaches in society.
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Be critical of simplistic
mechanistic and traditional-conformist “solutions”.
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Follow systematic science of meaning and purpose.
Not pop science.
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Individuals are more likely
to develop conspiracy beliefs and

to vote for populist politicians
if they cannot regulate negative existential emotions

after having failed
many attempts to live a meaningful life. 

(After: Van der Nest & Vos, 2025)
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Unrealised meanings 
can lead to 

radicalisation & 
extremism.
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Simple political meanings
start to appeal to people

who have repeatedly failed
to live a meaningful life
in a complex context.
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Populists
highlight unrealised meanings,
increase the sense of threat,

increase the pain,
and then offer quick solutions.
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The manosphere
is an extreme attempt

for existentially desperate men
to find meaning

in a meaningless world. 
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Gangs provide meaning
in a societal battle for meaning.



Vicious cycles in conflict 
happen when people
threaten each other’s

meaningful everyday life in 
response to threats by the 
other to their meaningful

everyday life. 
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Meaning 3.0. 
Ubuntu

E.g., Desmond TutuMeaning 1.0./2.0.
E.g., Romans: ‘dignitas’: 

meaning-makers versus meaning-followers          
(not inherently meaningful, can be disposed)

E.g., Enlightenment ‘personal life goals’
E.g., neoliberal blaming

My dignity Your dignity 

Your dignity 

My dignity 

Societal 
dignity 

Our dignity / meanings are not opposites



MAP lingua franca 1:   existential compassion

Our world needs existential compassion
to prevent being divided by opinions

and instead connect and support each other
in our human wish to live a meaningful life.
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All it takes to overcome polarisation
is connecting with our HEARTS.
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Existential Compassion: HEARTS components

H – 
Human dignity

respects a person's inherent dignity, which encompasses their inalienable worth and value as a human being, enabling 
them to live a meaningful life with full authority to experience, appraise, envision, and attempt to realize their 
meanings on their own terms. This is grounded in our shared human aspiration to live meaningfully (e.g., Internally 
reclaim dignity e.g., self-compassion; Externally reclaim dignity (e.g., compensation)

E – 
Embeddedness in 
a social context

each person’s unique meaning-making attempts are shaped by the resources, narratives, and social dynamics of their 
position in society, their social networks, and their personal life situations

A – 
Attempts at 
meaning-making

A person’s beliefs, attitudes, and actions are genuine attempts to construct a meaningful life through strategies of 
realizing, re-envisioning, re-appraising, and re-experiencing in response to their context

R – 
Reconstructing 
meanings and 
reconciliation

a genuine commitment to supporting constructive meaning-making respecting everyone's dignity. This is grounded in a 
fundamental belief in people’s potential for change and accountability within the constraints of their specific context, 
and an intuitive trust and hope in the empathic construction process itself (e.g., Truth and Reconciliation commissions
Forgiveness)

T – 
Truth telling

honest, compassionate truth-telling.We do not treat a person with dignity if we unrealistically condone their violence 
or demonize them and fail to address key aspects of their life story, including how their meaning-making may have 
impacted and hurt others, and how others have impacted and hurt them. Truth-telling requires safety to speak about 
suffering without the threat of condemnation and punitive measures. This approach is grounded in recognizing our 
universal human imperfections and contextual limitations

S – 
Safety, safeness 
and fairness

Individuals will only tell their full, true, contextual story and consider meaning reconstruction and reconciliation if they 
feel safe to do so. This does not merely require negative safety such as preventing abuse, violence and condemnation. 
also requires positive safeness (facilitating integrative Storytelling) and offering resources to actively recognize human 
dignity and empower individuals to realize their human dignity 



Existential Compassion during UK anti-immigrant/anti-Muslim riots 2024/2025

H – 
Human dignity

We share our human desire to live a meaningful life, 
and be respected in our dignity in how we live our 
lives.

E – Embeddedness in a 
social context

Your meaning-making is the result from your context 

A – 
Attempts at meaning-
making

Your opinions and actions are your attempt to live a 
meaningful life – even if these attempts are ineffective 
or hurting others.

R – Reconstructing 
meanings and 
reconciliation

We try to reconstruct and reconcile where our 
opinions and meanings may differ and challenge or 
hurt each other.

T – 
Truth telling

I tell the truth about how I have hurt others/you, and I 
invite you to do the same.

S – 
Safety, safeness and 
fairness

For beneficial meaning-making, we need safety 
(=absence of threat/primary appraisal), safeness 
(=positive, empowered sense/secondary appraisal), 
and fair distribution of resources (=tertiary appraisal)
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We are not given 
an instruction manual at birth. 

We need to write and rewrite this ourselves.
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Learn about meaning and purpose
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Develop your skills and commitment 

A map of life is useless without the 
will to enter the landscape and the 

skill to navigate the terrain.

(Everybody needs 
practical skills and commitment.) 
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Review of all 
intervention 

research: 
Vos & Vitali, 2019,    

J Pall Supp Care

Book based on 
review + practical:

Vos, Meaning in Life, 
2018

Do not reinvent the wheel:
use evidence-based interventions



Overview of topics of each of the 10 sessions Typical steps within each session
Introduction

 &
relevance

1. Introduction: what is meaning and why could 
this be relevant? 

A. Introduction: aim and agenda for today, looking back 
at last week’s session

Introduction

2. Assessment of meaning: how do we experience 
meaning, and how has this changed?

B. Emotional check-in: exploring any important 
developments since the last session, and re-
connecting with each other

Theory

3. Resilience as meaning: how can we cope in a 
meaningful way with challenges in life and 
specifically with the disease?

C. Didactics & group discussion: explanation of theory, 
usually interactive with examples from the group

Experiential
exploration

& 
expressionSix types

of
meaning

4. Materialistic and hedonistic meanings: how can 
we experience this as meaningful?

D. Guided experiential exercise: an experiential or 
mindfulness exercise is used to help focus on inner 
experiences instead of merely theoretically speaking 
about meaning  

5. Self-oriented meanings: how can we experience 
this as meaningful? 

E. Guided self-reflective exercise: the experiential 
exercise flows automatically into an exercise in which 
the clients are asked to reflect on some questions 
related to the didactics of the day (e.g. ‘Find examples  
of moments that felt particularly meaningful.’)

6. Social meanings: how can we experience this as 
meaningful?

F. Self-expression: clients are invited to share their 
experiences 

7. Larger meanings: how can we experience this as 
meaningful?

G. Self-evaluation: clients are invited to evaluate in an 
individual exercise followed by a group discussion 
what was the most meaningful aspect of today, and 
decide on possible changes in daily life 

Conclusions
& 

decisions

8. Being-here as meaning: how can we experience 
this as meaningful?? 

H. Session evaluation: clients are invited to evaluate 
today’s session and write down ‘the three most 
important messages of today’

Applying
in 

daily life

9 Doing meaning in daily life: how can apply 
meaning daily life: how can we set goals, create a 
plan, make changes, cope with challenges, 
evaluate and adjust our goals? 

I. Ending: preview of next session and homework Preview &
homework

10. Ending and starting: what can we use from 
these sessions in daily life, and how can we 
continue living a meaningful life? 

Vos 2018:
Detail these 
evidence-based
interventions, 
competencies
and 10 session
treatment 
manual

Vos & Vitali 2019: 
Systematic review 
& meta-analysis 
of meaning
interventions



Meaningful education is a holistic approach that 
(1) intentionally focuses on the diverse meanings that education may have for all 

stakeholders (e.g., learners, educators, policy-makers), 
(2) leverages meaning as motivation, 
(3) recognizes the broader contexts in which learners, educators and the education system 

are embedded, 
(4) actively supports all stakeholders to identify, express and negotiate the various meanings 

that education may have for them, 
(5) enriches their overall meaning-making in the current lives of stakeholders, 
(6) while empowering to develop their meaning-making skills for meaningful lives in future, 
(7) cultivates compassion for the various meanings of self, others and their relationships, 
(8) empowers societal contribution, 
(9)  stimulates individuals to envision and realize multiple, diverse examples of meaning in 

life, 
(10) balances critical thinking with intuitive wisdom, 
(11) adapted to the learners’ unique developmental stages, 
(12) promotes psychological, physical wellbeing and flourishing in life and society.
(Draft definition by the Meaning And Purpose Education Network)

Become a teacher in meaningful education



Become a meaning-oriented economist.



We are in the biggest economic revolution 
for generations, 

as people start to buy, vote, work, and live, 
according to 

what is authentically meaningful to them. 
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Fight against Purpose-washing.
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Become a purpose-driven business
(and create both more purpose and profit).
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Prescribe meaning in mental and physical health care.
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A sense of meaning
helps to calm down the autonomous nervous system

reduce stress levels
improve cardiovascular health 

boost the immune system 
support recovery from physical diseases.



Imagine a patient has a sore throat.
Their doctor responds by 
not offering medication for their throat
but instead amputates their toes 
and sends a big medical bill.               
We would call this a medical error. 

Imagine a citizen feels frustrated 
because they lack the skills and resources 
to live the meaningful life they envision. 
Their politicians respond by
not offering these skills and resources, but instead 
punish them for expressing these frustrations
and use their anger to make them vote for them. 
We should call this a political error.
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Become a leader of meaning and purpose
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Lobby for each person 
to live a meaningful life:  

1. share positive visions 
for a meaningful society;

2. remove societal threats to           
people’s meaning in everyday life; 

3. offer people resources 
(internal skills, opportunities);

4. teach emotion regulation and 
existential compassion.
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To change the world, analyse:
1. who are the powerholders 

needed for social change 
2. what is meaningful to them 

3. how could your idea be 
meaningful to them?

(Vos, 2020: Conditions and Mechanisms of Social 
Change model, based on a systematic review of 

meaning in life in 362 uprisings and social movements 
in the 20th century)
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Effective social movements:
1. Aim for social and large types of 

meaning
2. Stimulate critical thinking and 
listening to authentic intuition

3. Stimulate activists to have five 
or more diverse meanings and 

good emotion regulation to cope 
with unrealised meanings. 

(Vos, 2020: Conditions and Mechanisms of Social 
Change model, based on a systematic review of 

meaning in life in 362 uprisings and social movements 
in the 20th century)
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Create meaningful communities:  

1. share positive visions;
2. create sense of safety and 

acceptance; 
3. offer people resources 

(internal skills, opportunities);
4. normalise addressing emotions 

and existential frustrations, 
and be a role-model for emotion 

regulation and existential 
compassion.
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Being a rebel starts in everyday life

Living a meaningful life 
in a meaningless system 
is the ultimate act of 
personal rebellion against the system. 

Because this individual 
shows the emptiness of the system 
and reminds the people around them 
of the revolutionary dream of a system 
in which everyone can live a meaningful life. 

Therefore, individuals living a meaningful life 
are the largest threats to dictators and fascists. 
Frightened powerholders will allow individuals 
to suffer and to suppress their suffering with pills or hedonism, 
but they close churches, media, psychotherapy, music, and schools, 
and replace these with propaganda about their own meanings. 
They monopolise the methods of mass production of meaning. 

Therefore, we need to declare living a meaningful life
an inalienable human right. 
Because everybody deserves 
a meaningful life.



Everything can be taken from me but 

my dreams about a better world.  
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What now?



Homework exercise: 

At the end of each day, write down 
the three most meaningful moments of the day. 
After two weeks, notice any important patterns.                          
Ask yourself what you can do to have more 
of these important meanings in your life. 
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Homework exercise (2)
 
Plan meaningful activities: 
At least…
One huge meaning per year;
One large meaning per month; 
One medium meaning per 
week; 
One small meaning per day.
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Homework exercise (3)
 
Surround yourself with reminders of your meaning:
Put family photos on your office desk, 
Pin the concert ticket forever on your kitchen board, 
Use screensavers of your loved ones, 
Make photos of meaningful moments. 
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Take care of your meaning in life
like you take care of your body.

Let’s create a culture 
in which it is equally normal 

to do existential exercises 
as physical exercises, 

starting with 
one existential step a day.
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