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For Connor, Clara, and Calum—my brilliant grandkids—and all the future little dreamers still to come. You are the next generation, and I believe with all my heart that your creativity will be limitless, your laughter will be contagious, and your joy will know no boundaries.

For all those dear souls who’ve entrusted their stories to me, for my eleven grandkids Luke, Sadie, Teddy, Duke, Kalen, Tori, DJ, Nacho, Memo, Kiki, and Nana, and especially for Frish and your willingness to make meaning in this adventure together.





INTRODUCTION [image: ] The Greatest Design Problem of All

Allison was stuck.

She wasn’t stuck in the way you get stuck in traffic, or stuck on a logic problem, or even stuck on a decision between two good options. It was a deeper kind of stuck—the kind where you’re not even sure what’s wrong, let alone how to fix it.

Allison was one of 288 accountants attending an annual conference in Kansas City, where Dave was giving the keynote. After the talk, Allison approached Dave. “Hi,” she said, “I read your book a couple of years ago and just loved it! Can I ask you a question?”

Now, we’ve had this conversation more times than we can count. People like Allison—more than a million of them at this point—have read Designing Your Life (DYL) or taken a course based on it, and it resonated. The book’s core message is deceptively simple: You can thrive in your life if you Get curious. Talk to people. Try stuff. Tell your story. But those simple ten words? They unlock something. And while we never take it for granted, we’ve seen the DYL approach work for people again and again. The reframes and tools help people take action, shift their mindset, and begin building a life that feels more like their own. So, when Dave heard Allison’s opening line, he thought he knew where this was headed: Here comes the part where she tells me how much it helped—and now she wants her husband, boss, or kid to read it, too.

But that’s not what happened.

Instead, she sighed and said, “I made some changes after reading the book, and those changes worked okay, but my life doesn’t seem much better. I work hard, but it doesn’t feel rewarding. I’m feeling trapped and like I’m a failure. What did I do wrong?”

Dave wasn’t expecting this question, so he asked about her situation and learned that she and her husband were a working couple with two preteen kids, a small but comfortable house, and two used but reliable cars. They both had good jobs, and indeed Allison had been able to make some real improvements at work and home using our design thinking tools, though they were living with real constraints on their time and their money.

On paper, her life looked pretty good: a decent job, enough money to live comfortably, a solid family, a good neighborhood. From the outside, there was no reason for her to feel stuck.

But for Allison, every day felt like a version of lather, rinse, repeat. She’d wake up, go into the office—or the kitchen table on the two days a week the firm let her work remotely—and spend another eight to ten hours doing taxes and books for her thirty-seven clients’ small businesses. Dinner was usually something quick and easy for her family of four, and after they were asleep, Allison often stayed up late, scrolling through her phone, watching everyone else’s seemingly amazing lives. A picture of her college roommate hiking Machu Picchu. A distant cousin announcing a big promotion.

Allison ended most of these nights by tossing her phone aside in dismay and then feeling guilty for her discontent. At forty-two, she had the life of her choosing, a beautiful family, and no big regrets, but she still couldn’t shake the constant feeling of dissatisfaction. Sure, most of her work duties were a bit boring and she hadn’t made it to Machu Picchu yet, but those small compromises didn’t seem big enough to make her feel so lousy. She knew she should be more grateful, but it felt like something was missing.

It wasn’t like she was miserable; she just wasn’t thrilled.

She wasn’t exactly lonely, but she also didn’t feel deeply connected.

Everything was okay, but okay didn’t feel like nearly enough.

Allison spent a lot of time during her perfectly fine day at her perfectly fine job in her perfectly fine life, wondering, What’s missing?

Sometimes, she would jolt awake in the middle of the night with different questions racing through her mind.

Why am I not happy?

Is this all there is?

What’s wrong with me?

Sonya, a former student of ours, knew the word for her similar discontent: Weltschmerz. A German word (much like the French ennui) that translates literally to “world pain” but more loosely means the dissatisfaction caused by the difference between the world as it is and the world as it should be.

After Sonya graduated with a computer science degree, she had gone to a Big Tech company with a large starting salary. She spent her days writing software for some of the most popular applications on the internet, and her code was being used by millions of people across the globe. Like Allison, Sonya thought she had everything she had ever wanted. She had a great career, enough money, job security, professional status. But Sonya wanted more. Not more money or more job titles—she wanted more meaning in her life.

Sonya felt guilty for being so dissatisfied and restless; for wanting things that felt vague and nebulous to her computer science brain. Meaning and purpose felt squishy, embarrassing almost, but she still wanted to find it. Or create it. Or feel it.

Like Allison, her life was fine, but she hoped that there was something more on the other side of “fine.”

Sonya came to visit Bill in office hours a couple of years into her tech job (we offer “office hours for life” to all our current and former Stanford students). Sitting in Bill’s office, visibly uncomfortable, Sonya finally said the quiet thing out loud.

“I know I should be happy, and all my friends tell me how lucky I am to have such an awesome job, but it’s just not working for me. I’m not that happy, if I’m being honest.”

Bill asked her one of our favorite questions to ask in office hours: “Can you tell me more?”

Sonya let out a deep sigh. “I feel bad for even saying this—I mean, this was my dream job—but writing code to make it easier to find a video someone wants, or helping our AI push the latest K-pop hit, is just okay. I don’t feel like it’s enough, and I’m not talking about money. Sure, our platform empowers the world, but at the end of the day, it is all about harvesting people’s personal data so that we can sell them more ads. That’s what makes us so profitable. But I keep wondering… is there something more I could be doing? Something more I should be doing?”

“What would that look like?” asked Bill. “Tell me more.”

We want to be clear that office hours can sometimes sound a little like talk therapy, but it’s not. Former students usually come to office hours because they have what we like to call a wicked problem. As designers, we love wicked problems. They aren’t called wicked because they are bad or evil but because they have no right or wrong answer, no clear or singular resolution. The way we approach wicked problems, whether in office hours or in the design lab, is with curiosity and empathy. The design thinking process always starts with a thorough understanding and examination of the human condition that underlies the need.

So, when we ask someone to tell us more, it isn’t therapy—it’s one of the first steps to designing our way out of the stuck.

“At school I had friends, I was in Fleet Street [a Stanford a cappella singing group], and I had a great social life. But now because of work, I have almost no social life. I write code, so I spend most of my time alone. Post-COVID, we only go into the office for bug meetings or when there’s a build, so I hardly ever get to socialize with my coworkers in real life.

“I’m kind of lonely,” said Sonya, “but it’s more than that… it’s…”

Bill waited patiently as Sonya searched for the words.

“It feels kind of cheesy to say this out loud, but there just has to be more to work and life than this. I want more meaning, and I have no idea where to find it.”

Sonya looked down at the floor intently after she said this, as if maybe some of her meaning was hiding under the rug.

Bill asked, “What do you think you want to do?”

Sonya didn’t look up from the floor at Bill’s question, and Bill could feel her discomfort. Whatever she was going to say was hard to say out loud.

“Whatever it is, it’s okay,” said Bill.

And then he waited. Until finally, Sonya took a deep breath and said, “I think I’m going to quit my job and start over. Some friends from school started an organic farm in the San Juan Island in Washington…” She looked up at Bill and smiled for the first time. “I think I’ll go there, pull some weeds, and just try to get my life sorted out.”

All Bill could say was, “Wow, I didn’t see that coming.”

And then he smiled back at her, because with design thinking, there are no wrong answers, no bad choices, only new things to try as you prototype your life.


Something More

We have had a lot of students like Sonya. There’s Ergen, whose job is creating the next-generation financial platform for the world’s fifth-largest bank, and David, who works on advanced AR/VR systems at Apple, and Elissa, who is working for a hot digital health start-up, trying to find a cure for diabetes.

All of them were making good salaries, working hard on objectively high-impact projects, and all had proud parents who were happy that their investment in a college education had paid off. But Sonya and Ergen and David and Elissa all quit their first jobs within two years. Each of them felt unfulfilled and lonely and had no idea what to do about it. Quitting was the only solution they could think of to their wicked problems.

But none of them needed to burn their lives down and start over.

And neither do you.

We’ve heard the same story about the elusive search for something more from folks at all stages and ages of life and career. Recently, a venture-backed group that was facilitating a confidential, invitation-only community of 350 top technology product leaders in the world—chief product officers, heads of R&D, people like that—reached out to Dave and asked if he could help them.

Dave asked Mattea, the community manager, to tell him more. These weren’t recent grads new to the working world and finding their way. These business leaders were at the top of their game, building leading-edge technology used by billions and making a ton of money. What was their problem?

“What they’re telling me is they’re unfulfilled,” said Mattea. “They all thought that once they got into these important positions and made their mark that they’d really feel terrific about their work and themselves, but they just… don’t. They aren’t unhappy, but they’re not nearly as satisfied as they expected. It’s just not as meaningful as they were hoping for. Can you help them?”

Before Dave could answer, Mattea leaned in closer and corrected himself. “I mean, can you help us?”

Dave said he could.

While Dave was talking to Mattea, Bill was in Hong Kong talking to George, a hotel manager (you know you travel too much when you are close personal friends with your hotel manager).

“How’s it going?” asked Bill.

“It’s tough right now,” said George. “I can’t keep staff, and my best performers are the ones quitting. We had to let go of a lot of great people during the pandemic, and most of them didn’t come back.”

“Tell me more,” said Bill.

“I pay well, in the top 10 percent for the hotel industry, and I’m willing to train people and advance them quickly. When they quit and I ask why, they tell me that they want a more meaningful job. They want more autonomy, and they want to learn and grow, not just as a hotelier but as a person. What am I supposed to do with that? I’m not a psychologist, I run a hotel. I can’t figure out their lives for them! I can’t give them meaning and purpose.”

George is right—he can give people a job, but he can’t give them what they want most: a meaningful life.

That isn’t something that can be given to you.

But you can design for it.



The Weight of the World

In office hours, our hyper-connected Gen Z students—awash in a nonstop feed of war, climate chaos, and widening polarizing politics—keep asking different versions of the same pressing question: How can I possibly focus on designing a more meaningful life when people are suffering and there are so many awful things happening in the world?

This is a great question. A hard question. A true question. And, we suspect, one of the reasons all of us can feel a bit guilty for our own life dissatisfaction, for wanting it all to matter more than it does on any given Tuesday.

And we do not mean to be glib or to minimize the suffering of so many people, but our instinct when we come across problems this big, this wicked, and this pernicious is to find a reframe that allows us to make some forward progress on the problem. The goal of the reframe isn’t to trivialize the original problem—not at all. The goal is to create a question that gives you the freedom to make choices and take action.

It is also good to remember that, because of evolution, we tend to notice things we perceive as negative more strongly than we notice the positive. So…


	If you’re trying to make ends meet and groceries cost more this month than last, you notice.

	If you are looking for a job in the middle of a downturn in your industry and it’s harder than last time, you notice.

	If you have worked hard on some social issues and it seems like your community is taking two steps back these days, you notice.

	If you’re used to having four well-balanced seasons, and the last few years have brought wild swings of rain and flooding, heat and drought, you notice.



If, like Atlas in the Greek myth, the weight of the world’s problems seems to be fully on your shoulders, you can’t help but notice. Life is hard for everyone, and it’s easy to fall into despair. To think that nothing matters, people suck, life is too messy, and we are all doomed to lives of quiet misery.

It’s equally easy to not choose despair.

There’s a way to design your way forward, make choices, and take action in the midst of chaos, despite the chaos. Even in radical opposition to the chaos.

Designing your life so it feels more meaningful is the best alternative to despair and misery that we know.

And besides, being a miserable individual never made the world less miserable as a whole.

Designers always start with the world the way it is, so dealing with big issues is familiar to us. However, once you learn to think like a designer, new ideas come fast and furious, and you find there is always something to build, to prototype, to create hope for the future.

We promise.



All of Us

This longing for more meaning may be one of the most universal things that all humans want: lives that are generative and joyful, fulfilling and connected, lives that are about more than just getting through each day, paying the bills, maybe taking a vacation now and then. And too many people are finding too few answers for how to get what their hearts keep telling them they were made for.

The meaning and purpose that they need.

The quest for meaning can seem too big and too overwhelming, but here’s the thing: There is something you can do—really, actually, do—to experience a more meaningful life. Today. Right now. In this exact moment.

That’s why we wrote this book. To give you some ideas and tools you can use, immediately, to start making real progress in finding more meaning in your life. Finding more meaning doesn’t have to be hard. We just need better ideas, better practices, and better guidance on this quest. Each of us deserves a life that is meaningful every single day, even on the bad days and the hard days. Even on the days that are boring or feel full of endless drudgery.

We’ve met a lot of Allisons. And Georges and Sonyas and Matteas. We’ve met a lot of folks who feel overwhelmed by the “weight of the world.” In fact, we’d wager that most of us, at some point, have felt exactly like all of them. Stuck, frustrated, unsure why life doesn’t feel the way we thought it would. We’ve each felt our own version of Weltschmerz—and set off on our own quiet quest for meaning.

And some of us immediately got lost.

We are no exception to this. We’re both very much in the trenches of figuring out how to design our lives meaningfully and joyfully in the stage of life we find ourselves in. Writing this book in 2025, we find ourselves in a radically different place from when we were writing our previous book in 2021. In those four short years, Dave lost his wife, Claudia, to cancer and is now—gratefully—poised to remarry the wonderful Frish. Bill lost his mom, his dad, and his mother-in-law. Kids have moved out of the country. Grandkids were born. Our Stanford Life Design Lab team completely turned over, and the university went through two presidents. Dave turned seventy (and Bill isn’t that far behind). What used to work for us in our forties, fifties, and sixties isn’t working anymore, and we’re hitting the age where having plenty of time to work on the meaning problem isn’t a luxury we can depend on.

But we know it’s not too late. Not for us, and not for you.

Luckily, we’ve both been taking a pretty intentional approach to our lives—in very different ways—since our twenties, so we’ve got more than a century of combined trial and error with this particular design project. One lesson that keeps repeating is this: Life’s going to change, and you’d better change with it. The fact that it keeps evolving is both a challenge and a delight.

And we are writing this book for ourselves as much as for you.

From a distance, we look pretty similar (well, Dave’s taller and talks faster, but that’s about it). Up close, however, we are very different people. We had very different childhoods. Dave believes in God and likes Jesus a lot. Bill’s an atheist and likes Nietzsche a lot.

We have different interests, hobbies, politics—you name it. But we are in complete agreement on what it means to be human. Our minds may have differing perspectives, but our hearts long for exactly the same things, and we live in exactly the same world. Our shared mission from day one back in 2007 when we started our class at Stanford has simply been to help people become more fully human. We like to say, “If you get the human part right, you can’t go wrong.” So, for almost twenty years now, we’ve tried to get the human part right—which simply means that when it comes to solving for meaning, we are offering a way that can work for anyone and everyone.

Whether it’s for our clients or our students or ourselves.

How to live a meaningful life is one of the most wicked, wicked problems.

But before we get started, let’s figure out where we are.



The Way Forward

Before we go further, we need to make one thing perfectly clear: This is a design book.

This is not a philosophy book, or a psychology book, or a spirituality book, or a mindfulness manual, or an inspirational guide. Those are all wonderful kinds of books, and we’ve read lots of them and encourage you to read some, too. But this is not one of those books.

It’s critical to keep in mind that everything in this book is directed toward helping you to be effective at making more of something that you want in life.

And that something we are going to make is more meaning.

This is a design book.

For designers.

To make things.

And you are a designer.

We often get asked by new students, clients, or readers, “So, what am I going to get?” and we always give the same answer: ideas and tools. Our job is to provide some key ideas that can reframe the problem and resolve a few critical dysfunctional beliefs to free you up to more creatively design a better life, and then to give you practical, doable tools to turn those ideas into results. In the Try Stuff sections at the end of each chapter, you’ll find specific instructions for how to use the tools.

To guide you in tackling the greatest design problem of all, we’ve divided the book into two sections. The first part provides the big ideas and mindsets for how to—and how not to—think about the quest for meaning-making. This section is really an invitation to a whole new point of view about meaning. While it mostly addresses the concepts that lay the foundation for how to live a meaningful life, it also includes a few initial exercises and an assessment to help you shift your perspective into this new approach. The second part of the book provides specific tools and practices you can implement, in four key areas where meaning is readily found. It’s the doing part of the book—packed with exercises you can try, test, and tweak. Together, these two sections build a practice you can understand, master, and actually live in real life.

Chapter 1 takes a look at reframing this idea of meaning and explains what we’re talking about when we say we want a meaningful life. It identifies key dysfunctional beliefs—concepts that are popular but untrue or ineffective—to make sure these bad ideas don’t get you stuck before you even start. We’ll let you in on why fulfillment is a dead end, and what the scandal of particularity means and why celebrating it turns out to be critical to living a meaningful life.

Chapter 2 gives you an overview of design thinking and discusses how meaning can actually be designed and not just stumbled into by the fortunate. It lays out five design mindsets that will enable you to recognize meaning-making opportunities and capitalize on them. Lastly, it unpacks how moment-making is the actual work of a meaning designer and why getting that right is the difference between joy and frustration.

Chapter 3 opens vast new territory in which to find meaning. We will introduce you to the Tale of Two Worlds and offer a fundamental reframing of our lived experience. We will distinguish the transactional world, which we are constantly rushing to keep up with and where most of us spend nearly all our time, from the flow world, which is full of potential meaning and surrounds us constantly, but it’s a world that gets easily overshadowed by all the busyness that comes with transactions.

The second part of the book begins with chapters exploring the four key components of meaning-making—wonder, coherency, flow, and community. While there are lots of other areas of experience that can contribute to meaning, these are the four that we’ve found to be the most universal, the most accessible, and make a big difference quickly for just about everyone.

We are big fans of both wonder and awe. People in every culture recognize this experience of being deeply struck by something mysterious and awe-some as being life-giving and meaningful. In chapter 4, we’ll show you how to make the Wonder Formula work for you and practices for finding it.

In chapter 5, we define coherency as getting three elements—what you do, what you believe, and who you are—in alignment. We will show you how to design a meaningful life with coherency in mind.

Chapter 6 explores how to find flow—and how to step into the flow world anytime and in almost any situation.

Chapter 7 encourages you to build formative communities. We suggest that there are three primary reasons people gather: to have a good time together, to get something done together, or to become better together. They’re all great, but that last one is what we mean by a formative community. People universally report that it’s a game changer, and we’ll give you the recipe for cooking one up.

Chapter 8 looks at how designing meaning changes (and doesn’t) at different ages and stages of life.

In every chapter, we will give you a design exercise or two to help you build practices so you can experience more meaning. These practical and simple exercises are important and necessary. We want you to actually do them, not just because they are in the book but because designers build their way forward with a bias toward action.

In other words—we designers try stuff.

We ideate, we generate, we fail, we iterate, and we try again, over and over.

We don’t sit at our desks, or on our couches, or in our cars and think about how someday it will all matter. Someday there will be the elusive more to it than this. Or that there is a far-off and mystical land of meaning that exists on the other side of a new job, a different career, a better relationship, a stunning achievement, a bigger bank account, or after retirement.

If you design for meaning, you will find it everywhere.

So let’s get to it, because life is both far too long and way too short to spend our time feeling stuck.






1 [image: ] Meaning and Purpose Reframed

In good design, problem-finding always comes before problem-solving. In fact, the reason most real-world projects fail is because they’re solving the wrong problem. Remember Google Glass in 2013—a slick piece of tech that tried to fix a need nobody actually had? The same misfire happens in everyday life: We struggle to stick to a workout plan and think the solution is to shell out for a pricey gym membership or expensive gym equipment, only to watch the treadmill morph into an expensive coatrack. The real problem wasn’t equipment but boredom, scheduling, or needing a workout buddy.

When people confront a tough challenge, their instinct is to jump in and do something—anything. Designers pause instead, zoom in on the humans at the center of the issue, and uncover what those people truly need before lifting a finger.

Just what problem are we trying to help you solve in this book anyway? Well, the title would imply that we’re trying to show you how to live a meaningful life, but it’s even more accurate to say that we are trying to help you design a life with more meaning and purpose in it. To do that, we have to first clarify what we are talking about when we talk about meaning and purpose. And not surprisingly, when we do that, we discover that they are both due for a reframe.

Reframing is a designer’s power tool; it is a special way of looking at a problem from a different, more creative point of view. The result of a good reframe is more ideas, more possibilities, and more freedom to act. (We were doing reframing in the introduction when we talked about the Atlas problem and finding new ways to deal with despair.)

When we step back and look at the question of meaning-making, the first decision we need to make is which preposition to use: of or in. Are we solving for what is the ultimate meaning of life, or are we looking for how to find more meaning in life? Which of those innocuous two-letter words we choose to focus on will make a huge difference.

The meaning OF life is the Big Question. Thoughtful, caring humans have struggled with it since we stumbled out of caves. This pursuit of ultimate meaning-making is at the heart of virtually every philosophy, religion, spirituality, or wisdom tradition. Are we really suggesting that we have the answer or even something important to add to this conversation?

No.

And yes.

No, we are not claiming to have a new insight on the big meaning-OF-life question—the one that Viktor Frankl was thinking about when he wrote his classic Man’s Search for Meaning, in which he described meaning-making as the essence of what makes us human. While we have great regard for the various traditions of deep thinkers like Frankl—and Freud, Black Elk, Jesus, the Buddha, the Prophet Muhammad, the Beatles, Taylor Swift, Lao Tzu, Maya Angelou, and all the other wisdom leaders who posed answers to the big meaning-OF-life questions—we are not going there. The question of how, at the end of life, we can look back and say our life meant something—in the big cosmic sense of meaning—is a question above our pay grade.

The meaning OF life is not our question because it is not, fundamentally, a design question—it’s a philosophical and existential question. Its answer varies depending on your belief systems and culture. It suggests there is one right answer, and as we know about wicked problems—there is no right or wrong solution.

Meaning OF life? No—we can’t solve that one for you.

Meaning IN life? Yes—we have reframes, ideas, and practical design tools ready to go.

Here’s the big difference—we can help you design and build experiences, meaningful experiences, and those experiences occur in moments, and those moments occur in life. We believe, along with an increasing number of psychologists, neuroscientists, and consciousness researchers, that experiencing meaning in life is the key to happiness, and meaning can be found in lots of ways, in moments small and large, all along the way. And it turns out that people of all walks, beliefs, and cultures find the same kinds of experiences meaningful, which is to say that the experience of meaning is a profoundly human and universal thing—and that’s something we can design for. Moreover, we think you deserve a life full of meaningful moments that can be readily found in your day-to-day experience. And finding more of that kind of meaning is not dependent on correctly answering the bigger question: What is the Ultimate Meaning of Life? Putting these tools into practice might help you develop an awareness of and a sensitivity to the bigger questions, if finding those kinds of answers is important to you.

Now that we’ve established what kind of meaning-making we’re designing for here (i.e., the more meaning-in-life kind, not the ultimate meaning-of-life kind), what about purpose? It turns out purpose has a very similar problem to meaning. The question posed to us most often is: “How do I find my purpose?” When we lean in and look deeper, we find the real question on people’s hearts is: “How do I find my one, true purpose—the one I was born for and the attainment of which will make my life meaningful?”

Now that is a loaded question.


Purpose and Passion

Finding that one true purpose is just as hard as defining the meaning of life. The idea here is that finding your one true purpose will set the direction of your life and achieving the desired outcome of that purpose will make your life meaningful. According to this perspective, knowing your one true purpose is absolutely necessary to know what you need to do to live a life of meaning, so knowing your purpose is really important, right?

Wrong.

This longing to find the ultimate purpose that will achieve ultimate meaning is a bad idea because it simply doesn’t work for hardly anyone. Most people don’t ever find it, and those who do usually don’t do so until later in life. That approach is leaving too many people out. We need to pick a better purpose problem to solve for.

Ultimate purpose, like ultimate meaning, is a lovely aspiration—something to grow into and live toward—but we do ourselves a huge disservice if we decide it must be a prerequisite to the well-designed life. Or a life lived meaningfully. So how do we reframe purpose into something we can design for?

It’s simple. While we can’t help you find your one true purpose, we can help you design how to live purposefully. We are all for living purposeful lives—lives that feel authentic, generative, growing, well directed, and contributory. We want you to live with a deep sense of purpose every single day, and we’re confident you can do so despite not having arrived at your definition of your life’s one true purpose. You can know that what you’re doing matters to you and is an authentic expression of who you are. As human-centered designers, we believe that humans are always capable of growing, so we are all becoming more human. When we take responsibility for what we’re becoming and invite others to join us, we endow daily life with the purposefulness of the ongoing journey of growing into our ever-better selves. Living purposefully frees us to evolve our purpose as we and the world change over time, and it enables us to fully enjoy the meaning of many, if not most, of our experiences along life’s way. Essentially, we’re saying that your purpose in life—for now—is to figure out how to live as purposefully as you can. In fact, we suggest that if you stop worrying about the ultimate purpose and meaning of your life and start designing ways to live more purposefully, your chance of discovering that One True Purpose is materially enhanced.

Now let’s tackle ultimate purpose’s dysfunctional sibling—passion. The passion question we get all the time sounds like this: “Everyone tells me to ‘follow my passion,’ but I don’t know exactly what that means. How do I find my passion?”

The kind of passion we hear people longing for is a compelling, authentic drive that can direct our steps and powerfully animate our lives. It’s a cause to be passionate about, something worth living for, a noble mission that endows us with a meaningful raison d’être that gets us up every morning and validates our self-respect for the person looking back at us in the mirror every night. The kind that is sure to give us a magical, dependable, nearly limitless source of energy from within.

We have heard literally thousands of individuals tell us about their quest for passion but have met precious few who can sincerely claim to have found it. The problem with passion is as simple as a pronoun.

“I want to find my passion.”

That my is killing us.

Those two little letters take us off the road to meaning and joy and down a dead-end highway to frustration. Looking for my passion implies that there is one—and just one—solution, and finding that one, true, right, authentic, wonderful, dependable thing to be passionate about is the prerequisite to living a good (i.e., meaningful) life. Society has bought into the idea that there is this one thing out there, and if it’s the real thing, it’ll be something we can’t not do and can’t imagine not pursuing.

Few of us state this conviction so explicitly, but it is how so many people we’ve talked to, and even more that we’ve taught, think. We may not have confessed to ourselves that we’ll accept nothing short of a singular “can’t not” life conviction, but it’s evident when we repeatedly denigrate or dismiss opportunities that align with what we care about because they just aren’t good enough. Or because we’re not bursting with passionate enthusiasm. Or we haven’t found that magical energy source.

The way to get out of the passion dead end is to flip from my to how. It’s not about finding my passion, it’s about finding how to live passionately. Once we’re free of the soul-crushing presumption that we’re all on a search for our one singular passion, we are ready to design a life full of passionate energies. And living passionately is not only possible; it’s a whole lot of fun.

Now, if you happen to be one of those rare people who has found their one true passion and are happily on your way to total fulfillment, we think that’s great. Really. We wish you well and hope you’re duly grateful to be one of the few to have discovered such clarity and confidence. But most of us aren’t there, so we need to think differently about the passion and purpose questions.

Once you get the hang of design thinking, we expect you’ll discover that there are oodles of untapped purpose and passion lurking in your everyday experience, moment to moment. The key to releasing that untapped wonderfulness is to simply ask, “How can I bring more passion to what I’m doing now?” or “How is a noble purpose being pursued by this activity?” Recognizing that there is some degree of purpose or passion available in nearly everything you do shifts the entire game. It’s all about getting more out of many daily experiences, not just waiting for that one special unicorn experience.

And it’s worth reiterating that you don’t need to prepack any purpose or passion before you begin your travel on the road to a more meaningful life.



Three Reframes

In our work, we find that most people care deeply about having a life full of meaning, fulfillment, and impact. Almost everyone we meet wants to make an impact, and they are all on a quest for fulfillment, which is usually defined as having a life in which one feels that they’ve been able to fully express themselves in thought and action in the world. And to get it, everyone seems to be chasing more—more experiences, more purpose, more love, more impact, more money, more fulfilment, and so on. However, for most of us, the definitions of impact and fulfillment are quite fuzzy. And the research says that chasing “more” doesn’t seem to result in much long-term happiness. That said, everyone is clear they’re not getting enough meaning or having enough impact, and they are not fulfilled yet, but they are not sure what to do about it.

These folks, like Allison and Sonya from the introduction, are stuck. Most of the time, what gets people stuck are what we call dysfunctional beliefs, perceptions about their problem or its solution that are either untrue or unhelpful. As we said earlier, a good designer knows that when you’re stuck, the situation calls for a reframe. To be sure we’re working on the right problem, one for which we can actually design a successful solution, we’re going to give you three reframes. These are three different ideas about what meaning and
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Have You Seen My Fulfillment?
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Description 1



	1. that there is only one of you “in there”; and

	2. that one you can be “optimized” around self-actualization and thereby be fulfilled; and

	3. your value is tied up in how others view your contribution, a valuation over which you have limited control.











[image: A hand drawn pyramid diagram of a revised version of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs.]
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The Scandal of Particularity

























Getting More Out Of… Not Cramming More Into













	Meaning is more than impact, much more.

	You can’t be fulfilled, but you can be fully alive.

	Your life is made up of meaningful, particular moments, and that’s downright scandalous.









	When you succeed in making some sort of impact—large or small—how does it make you feel? How long does that feeling last?

	Does impact seem to make you a better person or grow you into a more authentic version of you? If so, how, and if not, why?

	This chapter claims that if impact is one’s only or primary form of meaning-making, that is a recipe for getting stuck on the treadmill of “never enough.” Does that ring true to you? Is it encouraging or discouraging, and why?





	How attractive or unattractive to you is Maslow’s definition of “fulfillment” as “becoming all that one can be”?

	If you had to pick between being “fulfilled” (i.e., having all your capacity expressed in this life at some point, even if only briefly) versus being “fully alive” (i.e., being vibrantly present and engaged in each and every moment of your life), which would you pick and why?

	How does the idea of “self-transcendency” free up or expand the opportunity for you to have a meaningful life?

	This chapter proposes that “fulfillment” is a myth because all of us contain far more aliveness than one lifetime can hold, so we can’t become all that we are, but we can be fully alive moment to moment. Do you agree or disagree, and do you find the idea encouraging or discouraging? Why?





	How often does it seem to you that some aspect of your life “just isn’t enough”?

	What do you most want, and will there ever be “enough” of it?

	How good are you at noticing and appreciating “the little things” in life (i.e., the moments of life)?

	This chapter claims that we can’t ever fully experience any ultimate or universal (like love, beauty, etc.) and only can experience fleeting aspects of those things in moments (in the particular). Is that proposition encouraging or discouraging to you (or both), and why?

	If you fully accepted that the best of life is a series of particular moments, what would that mean?





	Look over your responses. What do you notice? What jumps out at you as important?

	What questions does this raise for you? (This may take some time to answer.)

	How is the whole idea of meaning-making changing or getting clearer for you, and how does that feel?

	What, if any, changes in your POV about meaning are you ready to make at this point?
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